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Foreword
The work presented here is an outgrowth of Tufts University’s 2012 
Practical Visionaries Workshop (PVW). This workshop “brings to-
gether graduate students and emerging community leaders to reflect, 
learn, and share with one another and conduct projects around current 
issues and challenges to our community” (syllabus, 2012). As a space 
where practitioners and students can come together to discuss theory 
and practice as one entity, Tufts University students were joined by 
community organizers from Alternatives for Community and Envi-
ronment, Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative, Somerville Commu-
nity Corporation, Chelsea Collaborative, Groundwork Somerville, 
Community Labor United, and the Boston Workers Alliance.
 
During the summer of 2011, controversy erupted over Walmart inter-
ests in building grocery stores in the greater Boston communities of 
Roxbury and Somerville. Proposed as a source of both jobs and access 
to affordable foods, the company is blatantly trying to expand into ur-
ban markets around the country. A number of community organiza-
tions in the Greater Boston area have been discussing potential alterna-
tives to the corporate giant. Therefore, the theme of this year’s work-
shop, “Community Strategies for Building New and Localized 
Economies,” was centered around considering new economic models 
for community development. As a group, we were tasked with investi-
gating the idea that, “if Walmart represents one model of the globally 
unsustainable and inequitable economy, what would more localized, 
community-controlled models look like, and what steps need to be 
taken to begin to grow these alternatives?” (syllabus, 2012)  The fol-
lowing visions are the result of this investigation.

This year, the Field Projects Team was fortunate to work with The 
Earthos Institute Urban Design Interns, whom were instrumental in 
transforming our theories and ideas into tangible and compelling visu-
als. The Design Team is comprised of Boston Architectural College 
students, and lead by Sarah Howard, Executive Director of the Earthos 
Institute. 

It should be mentioned that the PVW is in its second year of operation. 
The workshop is receiving direction and focus from a Steering Com-
mittee, which is comprised of Professor Penn Loh, and leaders from 
the aforementioned community organizations. It is important to em-
phasize that the contents of this document represent a truly iterative 
and collaborative process. Next year’s workshop will feed off of and 
develop this work. Therefore, it is our ultimate goal that readers will 
be able to interact with the material by identifying “gaps” for future 
research and dialogue, by thinking about ways the information pre-
sented here may or may not be useful to the broader community, and at 
the very least, by spurring some engaging points of debate.
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Introduction
The last decade has been characterized by tumult. A massive economic 
crisis has left millions homeless, hungry and financially unstable. 
Thousands have taken to the streets to protest an ever increasing 
wealth-gap and a growing structure of cyclical inequality.  It seems as 
though the political and economic climate of the past forty years has 
woven social systems - like food, education, housing and healthcare - 
into a dense thicket of regulations and legislation, near impossible to 
unravel. The desire for change is palpable and the need is felt in both 
global and local contexts. We believe there are structures beyond the 
dominant economic paradigm that can better meet community needs, 
promote social justice, and build environmental sustainability.

Set in this context, this document is not meant to further detail the 
downfalls of the current situation, as much as lay out a theoretical 
framework for abating these challenges through a transformative, 
systems-based approach. However, in order to build this framework, a 
thorough understanding of the dominant economic model is critical. 

We recognize that it is not an easy to think and talk about the current 
economic structure, or contrasting values such as sustainability, equal-
ity, and empowerment. Thus, the main focus of this document is to 
convey these ideas and theory in the most accessible way possible. We 
believe that understanding economic theories and transformative ap-
proaches to life should be a right for all, not a privilege of the few.

The document to follow is structured by three overarching themed sec-
tions, with supporting chapters under each. The first section: Under-
standing the Dominant Economic Model, walks readers through a nar-
rative of our current economic structure. The second section: Changing 
the Story- Building New Economies, looks at a different value system, 

termed Solidarity Economy. This section outlines what different eco-
nomic models can mean for human, environmental, and economic 
prosperity. Finally, section three: Envisioning a More Just and Sustain-
able Economy, looks through the lens of both a troubled community 
food system and the Solidarity Economy, to address the lack of healthy 
food and healthy jobs in Somerville and Roxbury.

Using Walmart as the focal point, chapters within section one illustrate 
the mainstream approach to community economic development reigns. 
Through stories and fact boxes, we explore the focus on shareholder 
profits and the linear path from food production to landfills. Next, we 
elaborate on the concepts revealed in these stories through a theoretical 
discussion of the Walmart model.  We reveal that Walmart does not 
provide the community economic development they claim to foster, 
nor do they adhere to the environmental tenants necessary for sustain-
able transformative change. 

Chapters in section two of this document will explore the significance 
of a systems-based approach to the economy through the Solidarity 
Economy framework. Just as in the case of section one, fictional sto-
ries are used to illustrate the economic and social transformations pos-
sible within this this model. These stories are further explicated 
through a discussion of what a cooperatively-based economic structure 
looks like within a community. 
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In order to more directly compare the dominant economic model to the 
Solidarity Economy framework, we looked at each framework through 
the lens of the same Six Economic Factors. You will see these factors 
pop up in different ways throughout the document, so feel free to refer 
back to these definitions (also in Glossary) for any clarifications on 
word choice or meaning. The Six Economic Factors are as follows: 

• Ownership – Who owns the means of production (non-
human inputs, public capital and natural capital) and how 
does this relate to people’s incomes, investment in their 
work and economic responsibilities?

• Division of Labor – What defines the structure of labor? 
Are people empowered or disempowered through this 
structure?

• Remuneration – How is compensation structured?

• Decision Making – Who has a say in decisions and do all 
persons have a say in decisions proportionate to the de-
gree they are affected by outcomes?

• Guiding Values– What are the company priorities? Is 
growth and profit the bottom line or is sustainability and 
stability the primary goal? How much of the local com-
munity’s values and priorities are taken into account?

• Sustainability – Are the frameworks of these approaches 
constructed by the three tenants of being socially just, 
ecologically sound and economically viable? Do busi-
nesses act in the interest of future generations?

Situated in between sections two and three lies a description of Food 
Systems. At the foundation of this narrative vision rests the notion that 
the only future able to persist is one built on the principles of sustain-
ability.  Though there may not be one clear or ‘correct’ path, we advo-
cate for building integrated systems in our society that account for the 
three key tenets of sustainability. At their core these systems must be 
socially just, ecologically sound, and economically viable. Without 
building on these three pillars we believe any system will eventually 
collapse. The concepts of sustainability are inherently grounded in the 
description of Food Systems, and can be used as a reference for think-
ing about other aspects of the local economy.
 
Finally, in order to directly address the issues of food and jobs, chap-
ters in section three of this document will present potential scenarios in 
which a systems-based approach is applied to the local food systems of 
Roxbury and Somerville. These communities are both current targets 
in Walmart’s plans to exploit urban landscapes, and both are building 
coalitions aiming to shape different futures. With consideration for the 
contexts of these communities and the context of the greater Boston 
area, a vision for two facets of this potential food system is imagined. 

This includes food distribution through a cooperative grocery store, 
and the processing of organic waste materials into fertilizer and energy 
for the community. Steps in the creation of these facets of the system 
will be assessed through political, economic and social lenses.  This is 
meant to provide a vision for how the food economy could look 
framed by the guiding values found in the Solidarity Economy, rather 
than how it necessarily should or will look. Throughout the document, 
you will find text boxes which highlight key points and/or provide fac-
tual context. These are meant to stimulate readers by highlighting 
points which organizers and residents can talk about in terms of their 
own communities.

5



Chapter 1: 
The Stories of Mary, Bob and Christa

The following stories, although fictitious, are used to illustrate real 
experiences and processes felt by individuals who interact with urban 
Walmart Supercenters around the US and abroad. The stories of Mary, 
Bob and Christa are followed by an explanation of how Walmart’s 
business structure is a model for 21st century dominant economics.

Mary Johnson, 34, Walmart Associate, Mother of Two, Chicago, IL

Early one morning,  Mary balances her checkbook and cannot help but 
feel overwhelmed with stress;  her monthly bills, which include rent 
for her Chicago apartment and day care for her children, have once 
again drained her entire balance. Mary’s life has become like running 
on a treadmill: always moving but getting nowhere, and so she anx-
iously bites her fingernails trying to find a solution. Before long, how-
ever, she checks the time and realizes she has to move on with her day.  
With her shift at Walmart starting soon, she scrambles to get her sons 
ready for daycare and rushes out the door.  Mary Johnson is 34 years 
old, and has held the same Associate position at the nearby Walmart 
Supercenter for the past two years. Despite maximizing her work 
hours and seeking out government assistance, Mary has been unable to 
find solid ground for her family. She cannot believe how much harder 
it has become to provide for her family since changing jobs. As she 
rides the bus to work later that morning, she reflects on her transition 
to working at Walmart, and finds a new appreciation for the hard work 
her father put in to provide for her growing up.

Mary is a native of Chicago, raised by her father just a few buildings 
down from her current apartment. She had a relatively happy child-
hood, filled with memories she looks back on with fondness. Growing 
up, she spent many days at her father’s grocery store, Food Plus.  She 
liked to sit up on the front counter while her father ran the cash regis-
ter, enjoying her father’s delicious strawberries and entertaining her-
self by waving to customers as they entered the store. Mary could 
clearly remember the pride she felt for her father as the store filled up 
with customers.

Located in a neighborhood in need of grocery stores, Food Plus was a 
profitable local operation, and Mary always planned on joining the 
family business when the time came. As Mary grew into an adult she 
joined her father’s team as the fresh produce manager, and was glad to 
receive a salary sufficient to raise her two baby boys alone.  Not long 
after she began her managing position at Food Plus, however, business 
began to plummet due to new competition in the neighborhood; a 
Walmart Supercenter had recently opened for business. Although he 
reduced his prices as much as possible, Mary’s father could not com-
pete with Walmart on produce. Ultimately, he lost his store as a result. 

The fact that Walmart put her father out of business and her out of a 
job angered Mary.  However, her immediate need for a job, any job, 
soon became her top priority as she struggled to support her children. 
When Mary heard that the Walmart Supercenter was still hiring, she 
was interested—she needed a new job, and she heard that they were 
becoming a leader in environmentally friendly business practices. 
Maybe Walmart would help her advance her career? Given her experi-
ence at Food Plus, she applied for an Associate position at the grocery 
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section, and was hired right away. While she had to take a lower wage, 
Mary was still grateful for the stable income and affordable food prices 
that Walmart offered her.

Mary’s reflections on her transition to Walmart are cut short when her 
bus pulls into the Walmart parking lot. She is relieved to be on time for 
work, but when she enters the produce section to start her shift she is 
soon stressed again. As she checks the newly stocked produce in from 
the night before, she notices a new price for strawberries. These straw-
berries are priced significantly less per package than any she had seen 
before. After working at Walmart for two years, Mary knows what is 
to come with these low prices. She braces herself for a tough day 
ahead of restocking picked-over strawberries.

Very close to the strawberry display, hangs a sign, and Mary had time 
to read over again and again while she restocked that day: 

While Mary is unhappy with some of her job duties (like restocking 
strawberries), she thinks of her two children, and is happy to be work-
ing for a company who is thinking of the environment.
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Unbeatable Prices
The high level of consumer in-
terest in Walmartʼs strawberries 
that day, foreseen by Mary, is 
mainly due to Walmartʼs low 
prices. Food prices at Walmart 
are typically 15% less than those 
in conventional supermarkets 
(Fishman, 2006).

“Walmart is committed to sustainable agricul-
ture.  Here’s just a few ways in which we are 
doing our part:

1. Reducing Plastic in Packaging: We have 
committed to lowering packaging needs for pro-
duce by 5%; Therefore, thousands of pounds of 
plastic will be saved from use each and every 
day.

2. Increasing Organics: We are proud to provide 
a diverse array of organic produce, and we are 
working to double the amount of organic food 
we carry.

3. Increasing Local Produce: We are committed 
to locally-grown produce, and are working to 
double the amount of locally grown produce we 
provide”
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FIGURE 1: Conceptualizing 
the Walmart Economy

The above diagram shows how 
money flows from various re-
gions, directly to the Walmart 
Headquarters (pictured in the 
center of the graphic). Walmart 
does this by controlling the mar-
kets through extreme purchasing 
power, and charging consumers 
lower than market prices. In addi-
tion, Walmart gets its produce 
from large-scale industrial farms 
that tend to utilize harmful chemi-
cals, and put smaller farmers out 
of business. It is apparent that in 
the Walmart business model, 
streamlining andWalmart effi-
ciency are major tenets of opera-
tion, as opposed to community or 
environmental sustainabil ity, 
which would depict money and 
produce circulating within each 
given region.
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Figure 1: Conceptualizing the Walmart Economy (Submitted by Earthos Design Team)



Bob Jones, 55, Produce Supplier, CA

Why So Cheap? 

The day before Mary’s shift at Walmart, Bob Jones sits in his Califor-
nia office hunched over his computer. Bob’s stress level rises as he 
uses a map on his computer screen to determine which of his produce 
shipments that departed his California distribution facility two days 
before are going to be late on their delivery that afternoon. On Bob’s 
map is a series of blue dots, (repre-
senting shipment destinations) and 
red dots (representing real-time lo-
cations of his delivery trucks). Bob 
is particularly worried about one of 
the red dots, a Chicago-bound 
strawberry shipment that is going to 
be especially late. When those 
strawberries are not in the Chicaco 
store’s produce section at 5pm, he 
will have hell to pay with Walmart. 
As he watches the Chicago-bound 
strawberry shipment move slowly 
across Illinois, he dreads the phone 
call that will inevitably come from 
his Walmart liaison later that day, 
inquiring about the late shipment. 

Bob knows that he will probably 
have consequences to pay for run-
ning behind schedule, and there is nothing he can do about it. Walmart 
purchases the majority of Bob’s produce, and so his top priority is to 
keep them happy with his services. One simple decision by his liaison 

Accountability
Walmart requires most 
of their suppliers, like 
Bob, to attach to their 
cases of goods certain 
GPS tags called radio 
frequency identification 
technology (RFID). 
These tags are de-
signed to transmit real-
time location data from 
delivery trucks to both 
suppliers as well as to 
Walmart headquarters 
(Lichtenstein, 2006).

to stop using his distribution company, and Bob might go out of busi-
ness altogether. Out of fear of this possibility, Bob has conceded to 
numerous demands from Walmart. 
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Squeezed Suppliers
Bobʼs acquiescence to his liaisonʼs demands, due 
to the retailersʼ buying power, is illustrative of 
many suppliersʼ relationships with Walmart. Every 
financial hit that Bob was forced to take (packag-
ing and price reductions as well as technology im-
provements) have been revealed by a number of 
suppliers, such as the bicycle supplier Huffyand 
the pickle supplier Vlassic 
(Fishman, 2006; Lichtenstein, 2006). 

The specific case of Vlassicʼs relationship with 
Walmart illustrates just how extreme this squeez-
ing effect can be. In the late 1990ʼs, Wal-Mart sold 
1-gallon jars of Vlassic pickles for $3.00. To in-
crease sales, Walmart demanded that Vlassic re-
duce their prices so that Walmart could pass on 
the savings to their customers with a $2.97 price 
per jar. Vlassic had no 
choice but to take the 
financial hit, and as a 
result the company's 
profit fell to about one 
cent per jar.
(Food, 2012)

http://www.sheknows.com/food-and-recipes/articles/810453/the
-joy-of-pickling             " " " "      

http://www.sheknows.com/food-and-recipes/articles/810453/the-joy-of-pickling
http://www.sheknows.com/food-and-recipes/articles/810453/the-joy-of-pickling
http://www.sheknows.com/food-and-recipes/articles/810453/the-joy-of-pickling
http://www.sheknows.com/food-and-recipes/articles/810453/the-joy-of-pickling


A few months back, Walmart “strongly suggested” that he: 1. use 
lighter packaging for his strawberries; 2. install on his produce cases 
RFID tags (see fact box); and 3. lower his price per case of strawber-
ries.  Bob conceded to all of these “suggestions.” What would be next? 
Bob knew he could not afford to do any more to satisfy his client.

In order to accommodate Walmart’s price and volume demands on 
produce, Bob recently upscaled his business by acquiring a regional 
competitor.  Although he now has enough capacity to meet Walmarts’ 
demands (for now), his strawberry growers lack the capacity to pro-
vide him the volume and price he needs to meet those demands. With 
the intention of pressuring his strawberry growers to upscale like he 
has, Bob picked up the phone to call Christa, his main strawberry 
grower at Valley Farms out in California. 

Christa Jordan, Strawberry Farm Manager, Valley Farms, CA

Christa Jordan sits in her office going over paperwork for the Valley 
Farms strawberry field that she manages in the Central Valley of Cali-
fornia as her phone rings.  She sees that it is Bob calling, her largest 
customer for both conventional and organic strawberries , and she im-
mediately feels a sense of dread.  Christa knows Bob is about to make 
a series of demands to increase her yield and lower her prices (like he 
has done many times before), and Christa will have no choice but to 
accept these demands. This is because, since his latest consolidation, 
Bob’s company is now the only strawberry buyer within a reasonable 
distance from her farm; she simply cannot afford to transport her 
strawberries to the alternative buyers many miles away.  By the end of 
Christa’s conversation with Bob, she bows to his demands to upscale 
her operation and lower prices, even though she does not know how 
she will be able to afford it. 

Christa’s talk with Bob put her in a fowl mood, and it got her thinking 
back to better days when strawberry growing was a different kind of 
business in the United States. She remembered accompanying her fa-
ther as a child to the annual U.S. Strawberry Growers Association 
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Squeezed Farmers
The consolidation of food suppliers like Bob 
is limiting purchasing options for farmers like 
Christa all over the US agricultural sector 
(Food 2012). This trend is well illustrated by 
the development of grain suppliers in the US 
over the years. Over the past two decades, 
the top four grain suppliers in the US have all 
grown in size, controlling an increasing per-
centage of the grain market (currently over 
63%). With less grain suppliers in the market, 
many farmers are limited to only one viable 
customer because the nearest alternatives 
are over 100 miles away (Antitrust, 2008; 
Montana, 2007).

Buffalo Grain Elevators
http://www.buffalorising.com/2010/12/photo-

exhibit-to-celebrate-buffalos-grain-elevators.html

http://www.buffalorising.com/2010/12/photo-exhibit-to-celebrate-buffalos-grain-elevators.html
http://www.buffalorising.com/2010/12/photo-exhibit-to-celebrate-buffalos-grain-elevators.html
http://www.buffalorising.com/2010/12/photo-exhibit-to-celebrate-buffalos-grain-elevators.html
http://www.buffalorising.com/2010/12/photo-exhibit-to-celebrate-buffalos-grain-elevators.html
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Is Walmart Really Sustainable? 
Referring back to the sign on sustainability that was helping Mary get through her day, What do we think about it? Their sustainability pledges sound 
pretty good, but are they true?

1.) Reducing Plastic in Packaging: What Walmartʼs waste reduction pledge does not say is that Walmart limits  their waste reduction improvements 
to when it is convenient (i.e. when distributors like Bob will pay for it). As a result, generally only relatively small  improvements are actually made, such 
as Walmartʼs stated pledge to cut packaging by 5% by 2013 (Food, 2012). 

2.) Increasing Organics: Organic produce at Walmart is, on average, 19.1% cheaper than organic produce from other supermarkets;  this makes it an 
attractive option for many consumers (Kastel 2006).  In this instance, Walmartʼs commitment to “organic” food is actually authentic, as Walmart is al-
ready the largest seller of organic produce in US.  But what the sign does not convey is the myriad problems inherent in industrial-scale organic agri-
culture (Food, 2012).

To most organic farmers, organic agriculture is about environmental and human health.  As a result, the use of synthetic pesticides is avoided, as are 
large-scale applications of synthetic fertilizer, as well. However, the industrial-scale organic agriculture that Walmart endorses is not focused on these 
core values, but instead solely focused on technically meeting the definition of “organic” set by the USDA.  For organic crops that are prone to disease 
and require a high level of nitrogen, such as strawberries, a variety of practices that are harmful to human and environmental health are allowed by the 
USDAʼs definition. For example, it is allowable under USDA regulations to apply pesticides on organic crop plants before they bear fruit, and it has 
been determined that a number of industrial-scale organic produce operations have been spraying their crops with pesticides. Even more commonly, 
large organic farms blanket their nitrogen-sensitive crops with fertilizer, which often results in nitrogen runoff, polluting nearby water tables (California, 
2010; Care2, 2011).

3.) Increasing Local Produce: The local produce sign suggests that Walmart is genuinely committed to buying more in-state produce, but when put 
into context, this is shown to be false.  If you read the fine print, you will notice that the doubling commitment would only reach 9% by 2015, and that 
percentage  is an average of produce sourcing across all stores. This means that the stores in key agricultural states, such as California, Texas and 
Florida, can easily increase their share of in-state produce at no extra cost, and as a result skew the overall average across all stores nationwide to 
meet their pledge. Walmartʼs supply chain structure, as elucidated above with Christaʼs large, out-of-state strawberry operation, does not allow for local 
agriculture outside of convenience; the local farms in most states cannot provide the volume that Walmart demands (Food, 2012).

Overall, Walmartʼs sustainability pledges are mainly an emphasis on the less-harmful environmental practices they are adopting in pursuit of their 
original business plan of minimizing costs.  As a result, there is no room for sustainability in Walmartʼs guiding values, which parallel the dominant eco-
nomic model. Chapter 2 of this document, “Dominant Economics,” revisits the issue of sustainability in terms of the Six Economic Factors identified in 
the introduction. Before jumping ahead, letʼs first take a look at the more localized effects of Walmartʼs operations at the community level.



meeting, where there would be farms of all sizes representing many 
states throughout the country. These days, the meetings consist mainly 
of very large producers like herself, with domestic operations almost 
entirely exclusive to California and Florida, and with sourcing mainly 
to large grocers like Walmart. 

What do these stories reveal so far?

The journey of Mary’s strawberries-- from Christa’s farm on to Bob’s 
distribution center and ultimately to the Walmart in Chicago, illustrates 
that Walmart consistently squeezes money out of the supply chain to-
wards itself.  Walmart places the cost of improvements on to suppliers 
like Bob. In turn, these suppliers force farmers like Christa to lower 
prices, which cuts into the farmers’ profit margin.  As a result, farmers 
will in turn pass on these cuts to the farm workers. The supply chain is 
a lean one, focused on getting products to Walmart shelves with the 
cheapest possible price tag.  

Returning to Mary’s Shift at Walmart

Now that we have illustrated Walmart’s supply chain, let us return to 
Mary’s day at the Walmart grocery section in the West Side of Chicago 
to illustrate the more localized effects of Walmart’s operations.

Upon reorganizing the strawberries for the third time that day, when 
Mary’s manager came through her section, she approached him to 
share her insights and to suggest that they order a larger shipment next 
week. Mary was appalled, however, when her manager told her to stop 
wasting his time with her opinions. Mary went back to work feeling 
powerless over her job. Overall, Walmarts’ management structure (fur-
ther described in chapter 2) is based on the dominant economic
framework and does not provide room for input from Associates. 

At lunchtime, Mary sits down with her friend and expresses the wor-
ries that have been on her mind all morning. She explains that she has 
felt stuck doing mundane tasks, while earning a lower wage than what 
she was used to. She also expresses concern that she is not allowed to 
work enough hours per week to be eligible for health insurance bene-
fits through Walmart. As a result, her net income is now insufficient to 
meet the needs of her family, and she feels forced to look into the Illi-
nois Medicare and Food Stamp assistance programs. Overall, Mary 
feels very disempowered.
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Where Are the Benefits?
Maryʼs struggles to support her family while working as 
an  Associate at Walmart is illustrative of the challenges 
that millions of Walmart Associates currently face. 
Working in discount retail provides low road jobs for 
folks in general, but at Walmart, Associates suffer an 
even worse fate than the norm. 

Nationally, two-thirds of workers at large firms receive 
health insurance through their employer. In contrast, 
Walmart provides only 41-46% of its Associates with 
health insurance.
  
This is mainly because many Associates, like Mary, are 
limited to working 33 hours per week or less (34 hours 
per week is required to qualify).  Even if Mary was al-
lowed to work that extra hour to qualify for health insur-
ance through Walmart, shemight not be able to afford 
it. This is because Walmart Associates spend as much 
as 45% of their annual wages to pay for their coverage. 

(AFL-CIO, 2003; Graham-Squire, 2011).



Mary’s coworker has similar frustrations to vent with her, and he has a 
plan to do something about it. He shows her a union-forming petition 
he had created, and Mary signed it in hopes that it would lead to better 
working conditions. However, when Mary returns to work, her man-
ager approaches her and tells her, seemingly out of the blue, that there 
are plenty of Associate applicants available that will not worry them-
selves with unions. Mary takes this as a threat; he must have overheard 
her conversation. She becomes very nervous about losing her job.

By the time 5:00pm rolls around, it is technically time for Mary to 
leave but she still has a lot of work to do. The fresh produce section is 

simply too much work for her and her coworker to manage alone, but 
Mary’s repeated requests for a third Associate in her section have gone 
ignored. Mary’s manager has been very clear that the time to go is 
when the work was done, yet he also stressed that she could not clock 
more than 33 hours per week.  As a result, Mary works unpaid hours 
every week out of fear of losing her job (AFL-CIO, 2003)

Local Community Effects

Mary’s last task of the day was to take the produce waste out to the 
dumpster. This produce waste (such as rotten strawberries that origi-
nated from Christa’s farm) was grown almost entirely out of state, but 
she knew it would end up in the local landfill, ultimately being a pollu-
tion risk to local residents.  As she lifted the trash bin lid, she also 
thought about all her friends in the neighborhood who have been los-
ing their jobs. Was there a connection?
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Case Study: Chicago
The Chicago Walmart Supercenter mentioned in Maryʼs story 
actually exists, having entered the city in 2006. Research on 
the local effects of this store found that for every two employees 
hired, three jobs were ultimately lost in the Chicago area (Bai-
man, 2009). Instead of increasing Chicagoʼs economic activity, 
Walmart simply shifted that activity towards itself.  A conse-
quence of this lack of economic growth for Chicago is that the 
Supercentersʼ addition to the city did not provide any increase 
in the cityʼs net tax revenue; in contrast, tax revenue actually 
declined after Walmart came to town. This has meant that the 
city has had less funds to use towards government programs 
and initiatives to help create healthy jobs, healthy food access, 
and sustained community-level support. 

(Mitchell, 2010).
Figure 2: Job Gains, Job Losses (Submitted by Earthos Design Team)



Chapter 2: 
Dominant Economics 

No other company in the world better exemplifies a corporation’s 
place in the dominant economy than Walmart. As a result of its self-
focused growth strategy, the corporation has saturated most of the 
suburban market in the United States, and has recently attempted to 
continue growth by tapping into new markets. Their latest strategy has 
been to enter urban areas with their own version of supermarkets, 
called Walmart Markets. This new business strategy hit home to resi-
dents of the Greater Boston area last year, when Walmart announced 
its intentions to enter the communities of Roxbury and Somerville. The 
struggles experienced by Mary, Bob and Christa described in Chapter 
1 illustrate trends within the company that are a direct result of the 
guiding values of the corporation. Through the lens of the Six Eco-
nomic Factors as identified in the introduction, we can better under-
stand the guiding values associated with the dominant economic model 
of which Walmart is a part.

1. Private Ownership (concentrated in the hands of the 
few): In the dominant economic model, private ownership 
filters profits to the “guys at the top.” Ownership is a means 
of power, as the individuals or corporations who have the 
most capital, or money, have a say in the production and dis-
tribution of the goods that are consumed in the economy. 
This is clear in the stories highlighted above. Namely, be-
cause they have control over the flow of money, Walmart 
headquarters can make demands on distributors and grow-
ers (Albert, 2004).

2. Hierarchical Division of Labor: Quite common in the 
dominant economic model, is the way jobs differ vastly from 
each other in terms of empowerment and quality of life ef-
fects. Individuals that are subject to discrimination, typically 
have low levels of marketable skills, and little formal educa-
tion. These people are often limited to powerless and dan-
gerous occupations. For example, while Mary had practical 
experience managing a grocery store, she was still stuck do-
ing mundane tasks around the store, with no room to ex-
press her insights and advance her career. On the other 
hand, individuals who have the ability to pay for formal edu-
cations and job trainings tend to have higher empowerment 
and quality-of-life jobs. This division of labor seems to rein-
force an “hourglass” economy, in which those at the top and 
bottom of the labor market have little intersection with one 
another (Albert, 2004). 
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Consider...
While it is somewhat easy to visualize 
private ownership on a large scale, 
(like Walmart), what does this mean in 
terms of smaller, privately owned busi-
nesses in our communities? What 
conclusions can we draw, if any?



3. Remuneration Based on Ownership Status:   In the 
dominant economic model, an individualʼs level of payment 
is based on two things. First, it is based on their personal 
production in the form of a wage or salary. In most cases, 
owners make exceedingly more than laborers or non-
owners. Second, it is based on what their assets or property 
produces, such as dividends gained from oneʼs own stock in 
a company (in most cases, you must own an asset in order 
to make money off of it). By comparing the pay and total 
wealth of Mary, Bob, Christa, and Walmart headquarters, we 
can visualize how drastic the remuneration disparity can be 
when based on ownership status! (Albert, 2004). 

4. Undemocratic Decision-Making: In the dominant eco-
nomic model, average workers are generally given very little 
say in how the company they work for operates, and this is 
in line with their level of pay and non-owner status. Con-
versely, those that make the important decisions within their 
businesses are the most powerful players within the econ-
omy and within the government. For example, Walmart being 
the wealthiest corporation in the world has the ability to per-
suade government and legislation simply through their pur-
chasing powers. A single laborer, on the other hand, simply 
does not hold the same amount of power (Albert, 2004).

5. Guiding Values: As laid out in the first four points, the 
dominant economic model relies on a very straightforward 
and specific set of guiding values. The emphasis on private 
ownership, division of labor, remuneration and decision-
making structures are all based on one thing: increasing 
profits. Embedded in this ultimate goal are the ideas of effi-
ciency and growth. For example, in order to make the most 
money possible, businesses must pay the least money, while 
selling the most goods and services (Walmartʼs strawber-

ries). The idea of growth allows businesses to capitalize on 
profits and expand their operations, in order to generate 
more and more profit (Albert, 2004). 

6. Sustainability: In the dominant economic model, nature 
is often seen simply as a resource to be exhausted in order 
to make profit. In this way, environmental costs (such as pol-
luted air and water) must be paid by communities and soci-
ety at large. While businesses and large corporations are 
being held more accountable for their negative environ-
mental impacts, the guiding values of the dominant eco-
nomic model (increasing profits by capitalizing on efficiency 
and growth), does not inherently support sustainability initia-
tives. In this model, people and the environment are secon-
dary to profitability (Albert, 2004). 
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Figure 3: Regional impacts of the Walmart Economy (Submitted by Earthos Design Team)

Figure 3: Regional Impacts of the Walmart Economy
This graphic represents the regional impacts of Walmartʼs accumulation-based model.  Notice how  energy, money, and 
produce flow  into Walmart from both regional and non-local local sources, while Walmart outputs are waste to local, re-
gional, and non-local processing centers, and profits to the Walton family in Bentonville, Arkansas.  Negative impacts 
stay local while positive impacts leave the region.
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Chapter 3: 
The Stories of Ramon, Jennifer, and Jordan
USING OUR JOBS AND PURCHASING POWER TO BUILD 
MORE HEALTHY AND PROSPEROUS COMMUNITIES

Through telling the stories of three different individuals, this chapter 
introduces the ideas of building “another” economy. The following 
stories are fictitious; however, they are based on real experiences and 
processes felt by individuals participating in co-ops and community 
organizations around the US and abroad. The stories are set in Pitts-
burgh, PA due to its similarities to the Boston area, including being a 
post-industrial city, having disparities in its food and economic system, 
as well as recent campaigns and funds devoted to “fixing” fresh food 
access and overall health. At the end, you will find a synopsis of the 
theories and practices associated with building a different economy. 
Think of this section as being “up for discussion,” as we encourage 
readers to discuss these ideas within the context of their own commu-
nities.

Ramon Vasquez, homeowner, 34 years old, Pittsburgh, PA

As Ramon signs the final papers, which make him a new member 
owner of 38 Negley St. #5 in Pittsburgh, PA he cannot help but feel 
overrun with joy. Ramon holds his breath as he puts the pen to the pa-
per, signing and dating the document. He looks across the table at his 
father who is smiling patiently, and lets out a deep sigh. Ramon 
Vasquez is 34 years old, and is already purchasing a home. It is not just  
any home, but part of a land trust in which a group of like-minded in-
dividuals were able to work together and purchase a condominium 

building. The owners of this building care about preserving the diver-
sity of the community, and believe that healthy and beautiful spaces 
should be a right for all, not a privilege for few. 

Ramon Vasquez is El Salvadorian and moved to Pittsburgh when he 
was three years old, along with his mother, father and two brothers. 
The Vasquez’s faced many challenges transitioning to life in the US. 
Although his father found a job on a large farm relatively quickly, the 
wages were low, and living expenses in the US were much higher than 
in their hometown. As Ramon became a young adult, he understood 
first hand what it meant to be a 1st generation immigrant in the U.S. He 
saw how difficult it was for his parents to get citizenship status, to find 
good jobs, and to provide enough food for him and his siblings. 
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Section 2. Changing the Story: Building New Economic Models

Case Study: MCGYA
Manchester Craftsmanʼs Guild Youth & Arts (MCGYA), is 
a registered non-profit whose mission is to educate and 
inspire urban youth through the arts. Although not in-
volved in affordable housing preservation, the story of 
Ramon, is based on this organization—which has re-
ceived many awards in accolades for their work in edu-
cational empowerment through the arts. 
The picture above displays a mug made by 
a student created as part of their ceramics 
apprentice training program. MCG, in part-
nership with the New  England Center for 
Arts and Technology is planning on open-
ing a similar organization in Boston. 
(http://mcgyouthandarts.org/contribute)

http://mcgyouthandarts.org/contribute%5D
http://mcgyouthandarts.org/contribute%5D


Establishing Community

At the age of 14, Ramon got involved with a 
Pittsburgh based community action organization, 
Youth 4 Art, which utilized art and leadership 
classes as a way to promote youth empowerment in 
low-income communities. Youth 4 Art also organized around afford-
able housing preservation in the greater Pittsburgh area. Ramon first 
became interested in Youth 4 Art when he was asked to help design 

and paint a mural in his neighborhood of East Liberty. Through that 
experience, Ramon saw how powerful and inspired people could feel 
when they came together to make their community more beautiful. 
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Figure 4: Conceptualizing A Local Food Economy (Submitted by the Earthos Design Team)

FIGURE 4: Conceptualizing A Lo-
cal Food Economy

This diagram is a conceptual interpre-
tation of how a local food economy 
functions within a region.  As you can 
see, produce and money flows are 
very much interconnected, circulating 
several times throughout different en-
terprises, growing wealth in the region.  

An Organics Repurposing Center, lo-
cated in the middle, shows how recy-
cling commercial, household, and mu-
nicipal organic materials can help lo-
cally re-circulate money and produce 
by creating a valuable product, a 
source of energy, and the potential to 
anchor other local enterprises both 
within and separate from the food sys-
tem.
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Advocating for Affordable and Beautiful 
Neighborhoods

Just a few years down the road, at the age of 17, 
Ramon became one of the lead organizers at Youth 
4 Art. At this same time, Youth 4 Art received the 
City of Pittsburgh’s annual Community Revitaliza-
tion Award, for their work in securing over 100 af-
fordable housing units in East Liberty, and creating 
over 30 murals around the City. The organization is 
able to provide about 20 youth with decent paying 
jobs throughout each year, as well as offering more 
youth volunteer and internship opportunities 
throughout the summer months. 

People around the city were starting to notice Youth 
4 Art as an organization helping find real solutions 
to the high cost of living in the city. 

As an organizer working with Youth 4 Art and commu-
nity members, Ramon realized that preserving afford-
able housing units was a great start; but he wondered if 
it was enough. Although they were securing more 
homes with affordable prices, monthly rents were still 
going to one or two landlords who did not even live in 
the neighborhood. How could Youth 4 Art try and help 
close the money loop from resident to landowner?

A few more years down the road and Ramon is now 34, 
and part owner of one of the affordable housing units 
acquired by Youth 4 Art. He is now able to pay into a 
system that actually pays him back. So, how did this 
whole process work? During the recent economic down-
turn, many homes around the city were foreclosed and 
owners were nowhere to be found. In many cases, banks 
would eventually take over the homes, and many would 
fall into disrepair, while residents were evicted. Com-
munity members went to Youth 4 Art to voice their con-
cerns, “why can’t the people who have lived in these 
buildings for many years, own their spaces? Why do the 
banks have to come in and take them away?” 
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Boston area groups that 
do work similar to MCG, 
include Artists for Hu-
m a n i t y a n d Z u m i x . 
DSNIʼs Nubian Roots 
Youth Program did a 
mural “Unity through Di-
versity” which current 
Executive Director John 
Barros designed in 1993 
when he was in the 
youth program.
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/m
ural.jpg

Somerville Community 
Corporation (SCC)  has 
developed over 20 af-
fordable housing pro-
jects, resulting in over 
200 ownersh ip and 
rental units. 
http://www.somervillecdc.org/A
boutUs/overview.html

DSNIʼs community land 
trust, (Dudley Neighbors, 
Inc) is also a great ex-
ample, developing close 
to 200 units.
http://www.dsni.org/dudley-neigh
bors-inc

“Unity Through Diversity (Outdoor Mural, N.D.) 
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg

Now, more than ever, jobs are the hot 
topic. In the greater Boston area, ral-
lies around job quality, security, and 
creation are frequent. Several sources 
point to increased crime rates and 
youth violence when youth jobs are 
cut, or simply unavailable.
http://youthjobscoalition.org/node/70

http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg.%5D
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg.%5D
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg.%5D
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg.%5D
http://www.somervillecdc.org/AboutUs/overview.html
http://www.somervillecdc.org/AboutUs/overview.html
http://www.somervillecdc.org/AboutUs/overview.html
http://www.somervillecdc.org/AboutUs/overview.html
http://www.dsni.org/dudley-neighbors-inc.%5D
http://www.dsni.org/dudley-neighbors-inc.%5D
http://www.dsni.org/dudley-neighbors-inc.%5D
http://www.dsni.org/dudley-neighbors-inc.%5D
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg.%5D
http://dsni.aericon.com/images/mural.jpg.%5D
http://youthjobscoalition.org/node/70
http://youthjobscoalition.org/node/70


Member Ownership

As a response to these concerns, Youth 4 Art took the capital they had 
accumulated over the years, and purchased the apartment that Ramon 
lived in, along with several other buildings. Then, in order to put resi-
dents in the position of owners, Youth 4 Art worked with the residents 
to find alternatives to the high interest home loans that large banks 
provided. They offered long term, and very low interest rate loans, and 
slowly, residents were able to buy their units from Youth 4 Art--which 
was not only keeping people in their homes, but also helping residents 
to become owners and start paying into their own assets. 

Because Youth 4 Art housing 
units require that worker-
owners participate in demo-
cratic and cooperative man-
agement, each has a say, (or 
one equal vote) in how the 
buildings are operated. Board 
members are elected for the 
housing unit, with the ulti-
mate aims of empowering 
residents to purchase their 
units from Youth 4 Art. The 
boards at the different hous-
ing units talk with financial 
advisors from Youth 4 Art to 
decide on the amount of 
down payments, affordable 
long-term interest rates, and 
investments for the year that 
make sense for the residents’ 
income levels.
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Case Study: ADP
Alliance to Develop Power (ADP) is a grassroots organizing and 
community asset building group in the Pioneer Valley of Massa-
chusetts. ADP has “won $60.5 million in federal, state, and local 
funds to purchase, rehab and transform 1,400 units of at risk hous-
ing to tenant owned, permanently affordable cooperatives and the 
collective ownership of $65 million of real estate, the largest hold-
ing of tenant owned housing in the United States and the economic 
anchor of the ADP Community Economy.” 
http://a-dp.org/about-us/accomplishments [emphasis added]

What Makes a Co-op?
ICA Statement of 

Co-operative Identity 
(1996)

1. Vo l u n t a r y a n d O p e n    
Membership

2. Democratic Member Control
3. Member Contribution to 

Capital
4. Autonomy and Independ-

ence
5. Education of Members and 

Public in Cooperative Prin-
ciples

6. Cooperation Between Co-
operatives

7. Concern for Community
http://www.ica.coop/coop/principles.html

Many organizations around the Boston area cam-
paign around affordable housing preservation, 
and protest against home foreclosures. The Right 
to the City Alliance, a leader in the movement to 
end corporate greed, recently lead a march of 
over 3,000 people in Boston to Bank Of Americaʼs 
predatory lending practices.  
Video at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=96-gmPcfdNs

http://a-dp.org/about-us/accomplishments%5D
http://a-dp.org/about-us/accomplishments%5D
http://www.ica.coop/coop/principles.html
http://www.ica.coop/coop/principles.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=96-gmPcfdNs%5D
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=96-gmPcfdNs%5D


It was also decided by owners that excess money beyond maintenance 
fees would be reinvested back into Youth 4 Art. In this way, owners 
would be investing in the creation of more youth jobs and ownership 
opportunities around the city. This builds an economic safety net, as 
more people would be able to participate in their housing ownership 
model.

What’s next?

Ramon was constantly inspired with the individuals he worked with. 
He was happy to finally be paying into a system he believed in, and 
establishing his own asset base. At this time, Ramon became confident 
in the member owner system that Youth 4 Art had established, and his 
attention began to shift in other directions related to community health. 

Ramon began to notice that year after year in his work, he saw more 
people becoming overweight. Putting two and two together, he re-
peated the words of his mother, “Where is all the food?” Ramon’s 
mother had always complained about the lack of healthy food in Pitts-
burgh. She wasn’t interested in fast food, but wanted the foods that she 
used to grow herself in El Salvador. Where were the vine-ripened to-

matillos, thick green squash, sweet mangoes and plantains? Every-
where he looked, Ramon felt people were either overweight or suffer-
ing from diabetes. And everyone had the same complaints…food just 
didn’t taste the same, and it was getting so expensive.

Jennifer Crosby, a mother of four, lives about 10 miles from Ramon in 
East Liberty. As a health care professional she also has her complaints 
about food. Today, Jennifer is a worker-owner of Care Community, a 
for-profit company that specializes in assisted living and home care for 
the elderly and ill. However, this was not always the case for Jennifer. 
Before Care Community, Jennifer worked for another company that 
paid her with low wages, and no overtime or health benefits-- which 
made providing for her family very difficult. Almost all health care 
jobs available seemed to offer the same low wages. Something had to 
be done. 

Jennifer wanted fair pay for her hard work, and she wanted the same 
for her co-workers and community. She wanted to promote health not 
only for her clients, but also for her fellow caregivers who were giving 
so much for so little return. Things began to change in 2000 when the 
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Jennifer Crosby, 48, Care Community Worker-Owner, Pittsburgh, PA

Community Benefit Agreements (CBAʼs)
In a lot of cases, large and profitable businesses that are tax exempt will make agreements with local governments or developers in or-
der to contribute funds they would otherwise be paying in taxes. A PILOT (Payment in Lieu of Taxes] is one example of a CBA and is 
defined as “Federal payments to local governments that help offset losses in property  taxes due to nontaxable Federal lands within their 
boundaries.”
http://www.doi.gov/pilt/index.html

Boston Medical Center: The 2011 UEP Field Projects Team found that “BMCʼs total assessed value of tax-exempt land and buildings 
were $262,022,400 in 2007. If BMC paid local taxes at the commercial rate ($28.67 per $1000 in value) they  would have paid 
$7,541,182 for FY07. Instead they made a $123,114 PILOT payment or 2 percent of what they would have paid if they were a for profit 
hospital.” 
(PVW Group 1, “Community Control Over Development.”)

http://www.doi.gov/pilt/index.html%5D
http://www.doi.gov/pilt/index.html%5D


local government finally responded to pressure from labor unions and 
community members, by agreeing to provide more funding for fair 
wage jobs for residents. Jennifer’s company, Care Community, was 
one business that benefitted from the agreement. So how did Jennifer 
get this to happen? 

The Political Climate

Pitt Hospital, a large medical and surgical hospital in Pittsburgh was 
the target of some of the frustration felt by labor unions and health care 
providers. While the hospital did provide many jobs, a low number of 
entry-level positions were available - because the hospital partnered 
with the University Of Pittsburgh School Of Medicine, the majority of 
jobs were given to medical students. Additionally, the hospital is a reg-
istered non-profit, which means they do not pay taxes to the City. 
However, the hospital had an existing agreement with the City of 
Pittsburgh, and it was required to give a certain percentage of annual 
of their profit back to the communities that it served. The labor unions 
decided that if they could come up with a specific plan for securing 
good jobs, they could request that a percentage of this money provided 
by the hospital could go directly into their initiative. That is exactly 
what they did. After many months of organizing, research, and discus-
sion, they came up with a plan and a campaign: Care Community.

Establishing Values

As previously mentioned, Jennifer and her friends were sick and tired 
of working countless hours, pouring their time and energy into their 
work with little financial return. They were upset that they were pro-
viding superior care for their clients, yet executives of their companies 
were making all the money. Together, this group of women, along with 
the labor union, decided that they could organize their own care pro-

vider company and set their own standards. They talked about what 
they wanted to see in their ideal company, and how it would be differ-
ent from other care companies. The group came up with a few guiding 
values that they all agreed on. 

First, they decided that their company would always provide people 
with fair waged jobs, including health benefits and overtime pay. Sec-
ond, they decided that community residents would be considered for 
employment before non-residents, and that there should be a diversity 
within employment ratios that reflects the community they serve. 
Third, the group decided that workers should own the business to-
gether, instead of having a single owner or executive controlling the 
business. After the group decided on their values, they started thinking 
about financing. There was one question left: How would they start 
this business when no one had much money to contribute to start up 
costs? 
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Case Study: CHCA  
Cooperative Home Care Associates (CHCA) is a 
nationally recognized, South Bronx-based owner 
home care agency. “Founded in 1985 to provide 
quality home care to clients by providing quality 
jobs for paraprofessionals, CHCA now  anchors a 
national cooperative network generating over $60 
million annually in revenue and creating quality jobs 
for over 1600 individuals. CHCA offers the highest 
possible salaries and benefits while building a prof-
itable worker-owned company.”
http://www.chcany.org/index.html

http://www.chcany.org/index.html
http://www.chcany.org/index.html


Developing the Campaign

When the group felt they were unified in their values and goals, they 
began their campaign for securing good jobs by making a set of re-
quests to the local government, and holding conversations with hospi-
tal officials. Initially, the campaign for Care Community requested that 
Pitt Hospital and the City of Pitts-
burgh provide funding for start up 
costs. The campaign also required that 
the hospital advertise Care Commu-
nity services to their patients. In this 
way, Care Community could get off 
the ground and would not have to 
spend much money on advertising for 
new clients. 

The campaign also requested that each 
year there after, Pitt Hospital would be 
required to pay a certain amount of 
the money they would otherwise be 
paying into taxes, to invest into Care 
Community. In this way, Care Com-
munity could ensure consistent, good 
jobs for people with and without for-
mal education. The campaign empha-
sized that local jobs and ownership 
opportunities meant money would be circulating within the commu-
nity. In addition, the group emphasized that through their standard for 
diverse employees, they could offer multiple care options such as acu-
puncture, meditation, yoga, herbal healing and traditional medicine 
options for patients; thus, more comprehensive health for the commu-
nity could be achieved. 

In total, the campaign and agreement stated that annual support from 
the hospital would ensure that Care Community could offer livable 
wages for care providers, and offer worker-ownership options for em-
ployees. In addition it was stated that as profits increased, Community 
Care should choose to invest in other like-minded organizations as 
agreed upon by their members. 

A Success Story for Good Jobs

Today, Jennifer sits on the board of 
Care Community and holds $78,000 
dollars in assets. She has been a 
worker-owner of Care Community for 
8 years, and although the process of 
developing and maintaining shared 
values of the company is not easy, 
there has been tremendous support 
from the community. As agreed upon 
by the labor union, Care Community, 
Pitt Hospital, and the City of Pitts-
burgh, $15,000 is directly invested 
into Care Community every year. And 
through the patient referral agreement 
much more money is contributed to 
Care Community by the hospital. Cur-
rently, Care Community employs 50 

workers, who also happen to be owners. There are an additional 20 
employees at a time who go through a probation period in which they 
decide if they agree with the way the company is structured. Each 
worker-owner must: a) follow a set of principles related to equity and 
shared visions to be considered for a position, and b) vote in company 
procedures such as investments, wages, benefits, and practices.
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Case Study: The Cleveland Evergreen Model
“In the Cleveland model, the cooperatives are de-
signed to be completely owned and managed 
democratically by workers. After a six-month pro-
bationary period, employees are invited to be-
come members of the coop, are given a raise of 
about $2.00/hour, and then become investors in 
their company through a payroll deduction of 
$0.50/hour over the course of three years, they 
are able to complete the total ownership stake of 
$3,000. At this rate, employee-owners could 
earn a potential equity stake of $65,000 after 
about eight years. As the businesses become 
profitable, company earnings are distributed into 
“capital accounts” owned by each worker.” 
(Wang, n/d).



Jordan Lally, 16, Good Food Co-op, Pittsburgh, PA

At a public meeting on local business and economic growth, Ramon 
Vasquez and Jennifer Crosby met. These individuals had each heard of 
the other, but never had the opportunity to meet in person before then. 
Other people in the room shared similar values and ideals with these 
two, and the room was abuzz with energy. During the meeting, Jordan 
Lally, a high school student interested in why there were so many peo-
ple with diabetes in her community, passionately spoke out:

We are all talking about our local businesses and 
growing into better communities. But the way I see 
it, we cannot do any of this while being fed crap 
food, and checking our blood sugar levels. If we do 
not have any places to purchase healthy food, if we 
have to drive or take the bus just to get fruits and 
vegetables how is that helping our communities? I 
mean, we don’t even have fresh fruits in our school 
cafeterias—we get little tangerine pieces in syrup 
instead of the real thing. The only affordable foods 
in our neighborhoods are mac and cheese and won-
der bread, and even that is getting expensive.

The room was stunned. Jordan had spoke out with such clarity about 
an issue that everyone felt, but no one knew how to address. Ideas 
were tossed around back and forth, and a date was set up in order to 
talk more about how to get healthy and affordable foods into their 
communities. Folks such as Ramon and Jennifer were immediately 
interested. And as they say, the rest is history.

A Long Term Business Plan

After 9 months of meetings, researching, and talking with stakeholders 
such as schools, local businesses, meeting with consultants, commu-
nity members and local offi-
cials, a business plan was 
launched. The People’s Food 
Coop was planned to open in 
an abandoned site in East Lib-
erty. Since organizations like 
Community Care and Youth 4 
Art were in a position to invest 
in other like-minded busi-
nesses, they were able to assist  
in setting up a fund for the 
People’s Food Coop. The 
money put up by Community 
Care and Youth 4 Art was 
matched by other organiza-
tions and a grant from the Fed-
eral Government promoting 
healthy food in low-income 
communities. While start up 
money was coming from sev-
eral different places, it was 
decided that Community Care 
and Youth 4 Art would be the 
initial owners of the business.
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“State Representative 
Dwight Evans champi-
oned this recommenda-
tion, and with the sup-
port of other key legisla-
tors, the Pennsylvania 
General Assembly ap-
propriated $30 million 
over three years to cre-
ate the Fresh Food Fi-
nancing Initiative (FFFI). 
Developed as a public-
private partnership, FFFI 
provides one-time loans 
and grants to encourage 
fresh food retailers to 
locate or remain in un-
derserved low-income 
communities.

(PolicyLink, 2010).



Developing Principles and Values

It was extremely important that the stakeholders decided on a set of 
principles in which the coop would operate. Community Care, and 
Youth 4 Art, as well as community members and other stakeholders 
decided that the coop should provide residents with an option for 
healthy, affordable, and culturally diverse foods. The community or-
ganization provided input for how the finances could flow, and stu-
dents and community members chose what sorts of products they 
wanted sold. 

An Emphasis on Environment

It was decided that the foods would come from local and or-
ganic farms whenever possible, and they would address the 
issue of expensive prices by purchasing in bulk. The coop 
was sensitive to the mom and pop stores in the area that al-
ready did provide some fresh and diverse foods, and so 
stakeholders decided that the coop should also be a distrib-
uter of foods to local mom and pop stores in the area. By 

purchasing from local farms, they were able to support more local 
jobs, promote fresher and healthier foods, and reduce their carbon 
footprint by decreasing how many miles their food traveled. Since it is 
impossible to get all foods from local farms, produce not grown in the 
area would come from faire trade businesses and connections, to en-
sure fare wages and labor rights were discussed.

Working Out The Money

In the business model, it was decided that Care Community and Youth 
4 Art would own the People’s Food Coop at first, but overtime, as the 
business developed and gained profits, it could transfer into a con-

sumer and worker owned business. In this 
regard, people who worked and shopped at 
the market could buy shares in the coop 
from Community Care and Youth 4 Art. 

Overtime, as more consumers and workers 
purchased more shares, ownership of the 
coop would be transferred from the commu-
nity groups to consumers and workers. The 
general idea developed by the stakeholders, 
was that by adhering to democratically de-
cided values and business principles (one 
person one vote), consumer and worker-
owners could buy a share in the coop and 
receive corresponding money and assets de-
pending on their roles as owners. The new 
owners would also have an equal say in how 
the business should operate: for example, 
what products should be sold at what prices.
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“Thousands of smal l 
scale farmers grow  spice 
and herb crops, yet in-
dustry consolidation has 
allowed two multi-national 
corporations to dominate 
the market.   With Fair 
Trade standards for herb 
and spice production, 
small farmers receive a 
price that allows them to 
compete in the market, as 
well as a premium to in-
vest in social and eco-
nomic projects for their 
communities.”
http://fairtradeusa.org/products-par
tners/herbs-spices

Stock Photo. http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices

http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices%5D
http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices%5D
http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices%5D
http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices%5D
http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices%5D
http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/herbs-spices%5D


Consumer vs. Worker-Owners

The group decided that as a consumer, people who shopped at the coop 
could pay a lifetime membership fee of $300, and could pay this in 
installments, or over the course of one year. Then, at the end of the 
year any profits made by the coop would be equally divided among 
owners, depending on how much they spent at the coop that year. (See 
“Consumer Owner Benefits” insert). The next year, since Mary already  
paid her membership fee, she should receive a greater return for her 
purchases. As for worker-owners, on top of their $300 required mem-
bership fee, they could choose to have a larger stake in the coop if they  
wished. 

Worker-owners were given the option to invest 5% out of each of their 
paychecks back into the coop. Overtime, it was calculated that worker-
owners would accumulate $70,000 in assets after 8 years of ownership. 
It was also decided, that any worker-owner, upon leaving their job at 
the coop, would need to take all their money in assets with them. In 

this way, no one person would have a greater say in the money flow of 
the coop than anyone else.

Putting the Pieces Together

On opening day of the People’s Coop, Jordon checked out customers 
purchasing local eggs, kale, zucchinis, cheddar cheese, corn flour, fair 
traded herbs and plantains from El Salvador, and many other products. 
So many people were excited about the market, commenting on the 
affordable prices and wide selection of goods. Throughout the day, 
Ramon Vasquez and Jennifer Crosby greeted customers and passed out 
information.  Ramon ran into a few neighbors who he lived at the land 
trust, and Jennifer ran into a few co-workers who were picking up 
supplies for their patients. Together, by voting with their money and 
choosing where they worked, these people were helping to build an 
economy that worked for them. 
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What is surplus? 
Lets assume that stakeholders decided that surplus 
is defined as: Any money left over after money for 
fare wages, good benefits, reinvestment into the 
co-op, and financial support of other socially con-
scious businesses has been dispersed.  In Domi-
nant Model Economics, surplus is the ultimate goal, 
and is generally defined as any money left over af-
ter covering minimal costs for labor and equipment.  
This surplus is the main source of huge executive 
bonuses.

Consumer- and Worker-Owner Benefits: 
Consumer and worker-owners have the power to 
decide financial decisions such as repayment. For 
example, if the Peopleʼs Food Coop annual profits 
were $40,000 dollars and owners decided that they 
should have a 10% repayment on total profits, then 
Mary, a consumer owner who spent 2,000 dollars 
at the coop over one year, would receive $200 at 
the end of that year. (This is a portion of the 
$40,000 profits; based on 10% of the total money 
she spent).



Chapter 4: 
The Solidarity Economy

As described in the stories of Ramon, Jennifer, and Jordon, we can be-
gin to see why a co-op with a business model based on democracy, 
sustainability, and empowerment, can be profitable. We can also begin 
to see that by connecting co-ops and like-minded organizations, we 
can build a resilient economic support system that works for us. When 
our business practices are in line with our values, the long-term health 
of our people and our planet is emphasized, and so are our individual 
and collective assets. The following section provides a summary and 
description of some of the scholarly theory, and real life scenarios, re-
lating to building new economies that work for us. 

As seen in Chapters 1 and 2 of this document (The Story of Walmart), 
we can see that the core driving factors of the dominant economic 
model (efficiency to accumulate profits), simply do not take into ac-
count essential community needs such as poverty alleviation or envi-
ronmental sustainability (van den Berk-Clark, 2011). But, how do we 
know this is true? And, more importantly, what can we do about it? 
The answer, quite simply, is we know it is true, because we can feel it. 
In nearly ever sector of our economy, the high prices of living (food, 
health care, education, and housing to name a few), force us to spend 
the majority of our time working. We are working to pay off bills to 
keep ourselves warm and feed, and have less and less time to spend 
with our families, to relax, and to do what makes us happy.

In this dominant economic model, those owners or executives who 
make the most money and who know how to make profits flow in their 
direction are admired! In this current system, we look to profits and 
the accumulation of money first, and worry about the welfare of our 

families, communities, and our homes second. So we revisit the ques-
tion, what can we do about it? How do we begin to think about and 
build the economy that we want, that will work to support us all? It 
seems like such an impossible task when thinking about the big pic-
ture. But the truth is, it is already happening, all around us, all the 
time. 

In the story of Ramon, above, when he first volunteered for Youth 4 
Art to paint a mural in his community, he donated his time to beautify 
the neighborhood, and thus contributed his time to building the econ-
omy he wanted to see. The truth is, whenever someone trades with a 
friend, volunteers their time or expertise, or even lends a helping hand 
to a stranger, they are participating in an economy that works for them. 
There is no exchange of money in these transactions, and yet, people, 
the environment, and our communities are supported. For thousands of 
years, people operated in this way, which some refer to as the non-
market economy. It is only in the last two hundred years that there has 
been such a dominant focus on profits, ownership and accumulation of 
wealth at the expense of others and the environment. It is important to 
understand that the dominant economic model we live in today has not 
been around forever, and more importantly, that it does not have to be 
our future (Miller, 2011).

Many people all over the world participate in non-market economies 
as a means of survival, as a means of enriching their lives. These 
transactions are what make us feel good inside, they are what build 
relationships with others that sustain our happiness and our health. So 
then, how can we capitalize on what we know is right? Is there a way 
we could bring these values to the forefront of our economy? Many 
people around the world have been thinking about this very question, 
independently, and together. From Argentina to Japan, people are 
thinking of ways we can make the shift from an economy that sup-
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presses, to an economy that empowers and supports. This thinking has 
turned into a global movement, and is known as The Solidarity Econ-
omy (Miller, 2011).

Defining the Solidarity Economy

In short, The Solidarity Economy (SE) movement emphasizes envi-
ronmental sustainability, cooperation, equity, and community well-
being over profit, and spans over 
nearly every aspect of the economic 
sector: production, distribution, and 
consumption. The primary goal of 
SE is to democratize the economy, 
creating more room for personal 
choice and making our own deci-
sions related to long-term financial 
and environmental sustainability. 
For example, in the story of Jennifer 
and Care Community, each worker-
owner got one equal vote in deter-
mining the business practices they 
would abide by. This is an example 
of bringing democracy to a profit-
able business. In fact, businesses 
that take into account SE ethics do 
not look much different from tradi-
tional capitalistic businesses on the 
outside. However, SE businesses are 
likely to be worker-owned, and have 
a greater focus on reinvestment 
within the company and certainly 
within the community by staying 

committed to the aforementioned principles of equity, environment, 
and cooperation. 

It is important to remember that SE does not reject the dominant eco-
nomic model, or the way our current system is functioning outright. 
 Rather, SE uses the tools and conditions of our current system to cre-
ate interlinked enterprises and organizations that are profitable in cur-
rent conditions, WHILE transforming market and social values to re-

flect a more holistic approach to ex-
change (Miller, 2006).  
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Figure 5: Combined Social and Economic Objectives 
Image source: Fontenaeu, 2010. 6

Figure 5: Combined So-
cial and Economic 

Objectives
This figure represents 
some of the various 
values and working 
goals incorporated into 
building the Solidarity 
Economy.  Since defin-
ing the SE is so diffi-
cult, images like this 
help visually  portray 
what words struggle to 
describe.



For example, growth is not inherently bad in an SE model, but nar-
rowly defining growth as the accumulation of money does not account 
for other societal (non-market) values, such as culture, place, environ-
ment, and community. Instead of developing enterprises for the sole 
purpose of generating profits, SE views profits as the fuel to support 
other like-minded businesses that generate monetary, social, and eco-
logical wealth and assets (“Worker Coop Movement in Argentina”).

Before we get too far into the details of the SE, let’s take a look at 
what it’s like to be a SE business or organization through the lens of 
the Six Economic Factors. Recall that the Six Economic Factors were 
also used to describe the dominant economic model, and The Story of 
Walmart in Chapters 1 and 2. How do they compare?

1. Collective Ownership: In the SE, ownership can take 
on many different forms. As seen in the cases of Jennifer 
and Ramon above, co-ops can be many different busi-
nesses, and are one of the best (and well-known) examples 
of what it means to be a for-profit SE business. Co-ops util-
ize collective ownership, and aim to disperse wealth more 
evenly among workers and/or consumers. Co-ops also aim 
to foster more empowerment through internally and locally 
directed financial and intrinsic investments. 

2. Division of Labor: The division of labor can vary in dif-
ferent business models. However, considering the SE model, 
businesses tend to be built around fair and equitable labor 
practices. Working conditions and labor rights are at the fore-
front of guiding values. It is common practice in coopera-
tively owned businesses to “take turns” with less desirable 
tasks such as mopping the floors, so that any one burden 
does not fall on a single individual.

3. Remuneration:  In a co-op model, because ownership 
can vary from worker-owner to consumer-owner, so can the 
amounts of pay. Typically, in a worker-owner model, every-
one is paid based on how many hours they work, and the 
highest paid individual can typically make no more than 
three to five times the lowest paid individual. However, in 
many nations co-op wage ratios can exceed 6:1. In most co-
ops, profits are reinvested back into the business, in the la-
borers, and if it exists, in the network of co-ops. Overall, 
workers and consumers have a share in the total assets as 
well as wages.

4. Democratic Decision-Making Structure: Decision 
making power in the SE, can again take on many forms. 
However, because democracy and solidarity are such guid-
ing principles, stakeholders often represent equal votes in 
the decision-making structures. This is especially true in co-
operatively owned business, where decision making is al-
ways based on a democratically run system.

5. Guiding Values: Solidarity economy businesses, while 
they can take on many forms, try to stay consistent with simi-
lar guiding values. As previously mentioned, these are iden-
tified as, but not limited to democracy, cooperation, equity, 
sustainability, and community well being.
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Common Operating Principles: 
The ILO defines six Common Operating Principles 
for the Social and Solidarity Economy: Participa-
tion, Voluntary Involvement, Autonomy, Solidar-
ity, Collective Dimension, Social and Economic 
Function. While these are foundational business/
labor principles, they do not account for all human 
values associated with the SE. See Appendix C for a 
more detailed definition of these operating principles.
(Fonteneau, 2010)



6.Sustainability: Environmental Sustainability is 
also a predominant guiding value, and SE businesses 
are expected to act in the best interest of future gen-
erations.

What do organizations in the Solidarity Econ-
omy look like?

As seen in the stories of Ramon, Jennifer, and Jordan, differ-
ent businesses or organizations can take on many different 
forms, and have unique operating practices which are spe-
cific to their objectives. We have looked at a few different 
examples of co-op businesses, but are co-op the only busi-
nesses which are a part of the SE? If not, what is it that ties 
SE businesses and organizations together? What is it that 
makes them similar? The answer is that they all operate un-
der a similar set of guiding values. 

The International Training Center of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) refers to organizations and enterprises in 
the Social and Solidarity Economy as “those that are based 
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Our Economy Brainstorm
“Our Economy Brainstorm,” is a depiction of how 
we might think about the relationship between 
the dominant and the solidarity economies.  

Iceberg image adapted from an original by Ken Byrne, published in 
J.K. Gibson-Graham, A Postcapitalist Politics. Minne- apolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 2006. 
(Occupy, Connect, Create!)

Our Economy Brainstorm (Occupy, Connect, Create!)



on principles of solidarity and participation 
and that produce goods and services while 
pursuing both economic and social aims” 
(ILO 2010; vi). In other words, businesses 
and organizations in the SE think about 
community health over profits, and are con-
cerned about fairness and equity in all as-
pects of work, from people to the planet. 
Listed below, you will find examples of SE 
business. Are there any local examples that 
come to mind when reading through these 
categories?

Mutual Benefit Societies – Organizations 
that provide social services for their individ-
ual members and their dependents.  They can 
be formal or informal, and seek to meet the 
needs of communities to organize collective 
social relief themselves by sharing a wide 
variety of risks and pooling resources.  These 
are essentially not-for-profit insurance com-
panies. 

Associations and Community Based Or-
ganizations – Associations, voluntary or-
ganizations, community-based organizations, 
non-profits, and collective interest groups 
make up a major part of the solidarity econ-
omy.  While they are all different, they oper-
ate according to similar principles, like nego-
tiated rules and reciprocity guaranteed by 
social control, and pursue similar interests, 
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Now that we have a clearer idea of what makes an SE business, what would it look like to 
compare a Walmart grocery store with a food co-operative in terms of the Six Economic 
Factors? The chart below, while simplified, shows stark differences in the business models 
of the two for-profit food retailers.

This table was created by the 2012 Practical Visionaries Field Projects team, loosely based on Emily 
Earle and Ian Adelmanʼs 2012 joint thesis project, and: Bakken, Henry Harrison and Schaars, Marvin 
Arnold (1937). The Economics of Cooperative Marketing. New York, NY: McGraw Hill Book Company.

Table 1. Economic 
Model Comparison

Walmart Co-op

Ownership Private: owned by Walton 
family, absentee investors, 
and stock-owners

Collective; owned by combination of 
community, workers, consumers

Division of   
Labor

Hierarchical; “corporate lad-
der” to better pay and higher 
position, management and 
ownership distinct from labor

Equitable; structures differ but are 
collectively decided in the co-opʼs 
bylaws and guiding documents

Remuneration Ambiguous; based in produc-
tivity of labor (wages) and as-
sets (investments, property, 
etc)

Equitable; profits/debts shared 
among members-owners; wage and 
asset structure decided collectively

Decision-     
Making

Exclusive; decisions from the 
top-down, those impacted by 
decision have little to no say in 
making them

Democratic; decisions made collec-
tively by members, one person, one 
vote; those impacted make decisions

Guiding Values Accumulation; Walmart 
economy based in accumulat-
ing surplus through efficiency - 
increasing benefits, decreas-
ing costs; private benefit over 
collective

Solidarity; See Statement of Co-op 
Identity (Appendix C); equity, coop-
eration, community, sustainability; 
collective benefit over private

Sustainability Questionable; generally not a 
major focus; accumulation and 
efficiency often act against 
ecological sustainability

Varied; Solidarity Economy empha-
sizes ecological sustainability. Some 
co-ops emphasize, others ignore. 



like economic utility or creating and maintaining social bonds.

Social Enterprises – A relatively new concept in business, social en-
terprises refers to a variety of situations.  Generally, they seek business 
solutions to social problems.  The International Labour Office of South 
Africa defines social enterprises as: having a primary social purpose 
clearly stated as its core objective; using financially sustainable busi-
ness models with a realistic prospect of generating profits (instead of 
receiving donations), and being accountable to stakeholders for finan-
cial and social impacts.  An example of this business model is the tri-
ple bottom line – instead of focusing solely on a profit goal, the enter-
prise focuses equally on profits, sustainability, and social justice.

Foundations – while not all foundations fall into an SE model, they 
deserve inclusion in this discussion for their role in supporting the de-
velopment of other business ventures by providing grants and training, 
contributing to their annual operation expenses, and spearheading 
large-scale projects that smaller organizations do not have the finances 
to engage in. 

Nonprofits – These are not inherently part of SE models, but their le-
gal status as an organization that does not work solely for profit dem-
onstrates their transformative power.  They may not change patterns of 
ownership and still focus heavily on bringing in funding, but they in-
tentionally do not accumulate surplus value.  Many are issue- or 
community-specific, and have to rely on member donations or grants, 
but they have great potential to contribute to the solidarity economy.

Cooperatives – autonomous organization of persons united voluntar-
ily to meet their common economic, social, cultural needs and aspira-
tions through a jointly owned and democratically controlled enter-
prise.  Cooperatives can be formed by groups of producers or consum-

ers, and function at all economic scales, in all areas of economic activ-
ity, all around the world. See Appendix C for more information.

While not identified by the ILO, locally owned small businesses and 
micro-enterprises are also key components to the SE in terms of com-
munity economic development. Since ownership in these models is 
generally local, they contribute to keeping wealth in their communi-
ties. These businesses tend to hire staff locally, often from within the 
owner’s immediate social circle, and also tend to rely on other local 
businesses for outside services like tax preparation and legal advice.

There is also a role for local, state, and federal governments in devel-
oping the SE. Support for co-op development through tax incentives, 
changes in zoning to benefit urban agriculture, and providing free ac-
cess to social services are examples of how the government can play a 
role in the SE.  Some examples exist in the US and abroad, such as the 
city of Cleveland’s involvement in developing the Evergreen Coopera-
tive Network (Alperovitz, 2009) and the Italian government’s tax in-
centives for cooperative development funds (Iuviene, 2010). In addi-
tion, participatory budgeting is major way in which local governments 
can play a role in the SE. 

Participatory Budgeting is a democratic process in which residents 
have a say in where and how a portion of public funds will be spent 
(Participatory Budgeting Project). More often than not, though, gov-
ernments can also significantly hamper the SE by continuing to finan-
cially support enterprises that remove wealth from a locality and alien-
ate its workers. This means tax breaks for “job creators” who export 
factories to developing countries or contribute to ecological devasta-
tion (Walmart). In this way, it is up to constituents to be informed and 
precise about which kind of jobs they are supporting. 
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Accounting for non-market values in the SE

In addition to the specific businesses and organizations identified 
above, the SE also seeks to include other forms of human exchange 
and labor that do not easily fit into an economic model. For example, 
parenting is not an endeavor that can be valued monetarily or seen as 
an exchange, though it is certainly labor intensive and almost always 
decreases a parent’s ability to participate in our current economic sys-
tem.  When a person invests the amount of time and energy necessary 
to raise a child, he or she has that much less time to be earning money 
or participating in exchange.  It is important, then, for us to find and 
create structures of support and sharing that can help mitigate the 
negative economic impacts of such positive human endeavors. Addi-
tional values include environmental sustainability, community-driven 
development, parenting, gifting, social movements, community 
groups, and local trade and bartering, which are all examples of non-
market values in the SE (Miller, 2006).

Uniting existing businesses and non-market economies 
together to create an economic support system:

Building the solidarity economy is not simply a business development 
strategy. Like the Dominant Economy, the SE operates according to a 
few specific guiding values. In order to help strengthen and grow these 
SE values, we must connect existing businesses and enterprises to 
larger social movements. We cannot expect one business model or one 
individual to be responsible for creating the economy that we want to 
see, but must work together to foster the economic values we want in 
our communities. For example, would we expect one solar panel co-op  
to be able to change the economy on its own? 

When we think of linking that business with the environmental move-
ment, sustainable development practices become more important. 
When linked with the labor movement, living wages and fair hiring 
practices become central focuses.  Moreover, when members of social 
movements need construction services, they will see that this solar 
panel company has supported the movement’s goals and values, and 
will be more likely to hire the co-operative over another.  Instead of 
thinking only in terms of linear profits, we can think in terms of build-
ing networks of support through SE values. Accepting the primary 
goals of creating “spaces” that foster economic diversity, democracy, 
solidarity, sustainability, and self-determination, we can begin to look 
at different approaches to ownership, management, decision-making, 
guiding values, and their effects on surplus distribution (Miller, 2006). 
We can begin to build an economy that works for us. 

As seen in the stories of Ramon, Jennifer, and Jordan, the most suc-
cessful cooperative enterprises were developed from the ground up, 
are deeply rooted in their communities, and have connections with 
other like-minded businesses.  We believe that this community-driven 
approach is essential in developing any real economic transformation. 
In the chapters to come, the concerns of food access and healthy jobs 
are addressed in the context of the greater Boston area, in the commu-
nities of both Somerville and Roxbury. It was our goal to tease out 
some practical applications for addressing food and job security in 
each of these communities, and see if they could be linked together 
through common SE guiding values. While this document represents 
one interpretation of “what could be” in these communities, we look 
forward to working towards “what will be” as forged by our communi-
ties.
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Chapter 5:
Thinking with a Food System Lens

The biggest topics in social policy today involve two integral things – 
food and jobs. 48 million American’s – 14.5% of the population - live 
in households struggling to put enough food on the table (USDA, 
2010), one in seven people are enrolled in the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (USDA, 2011), more than one in seven individuals 
live below the poverty line (US Census Bureau, 2011) and more than 
8.3% of people are unemployed (USDL, 2012). 

These two things are primary concerns in communities across the 
country. Boston is no exception – 6.6% of residents across the city are 
unemployed. (BLS, 2012) According to Mayor Menino, in 2011 the un-
employment rate in Roxbury was almost double that. (Finucane) 
Though food and jobs are both on the political forefront, rarely is it 
linked that a local food system means local jobs.

WHAT IS A FOOD SYSTEM?

The “food system” incorporates every aspect of the lifecycle of food, 
from production to consumption to waste. It is a key tenant of the 
economy both in local communities and as a global structure. Due to 
the complexities of the food system, and because each piece - each de-
cision - is inextricably linked to all the others, it is crucial to consider 
the production, consumption and disposal of foodstuffs as an intercon-
nected system. Each part is affected by the other parts, in addition to 
having a greater impact on surrounding ecosystems - both natural and 
cultural. 

The food system as we know it is not only much more complex, but

also much less local than many people assume. While some portions of 
the food economy are local - “mom and pop” restaurants, locally 
owned markets, community gardens and urban farms – industrializa-
tion has moved most food sources further away. Things now function 
much less like an interlinked system and much more like a linear path 
with many external influences holding it together. The places and 
processes our food goes through before coming to us can be hard to 
imagine...

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO CREATE A FOOD SYSTEM 
RATHER THAN THE LINEAR MODEL REPRESENTED BY 
CORPORATE GROCERY STORES?

Clarified by the Walmart example, the industrial model of food pro-
duction and distribution has little accountability with regards to the 
greater societal good.  Chemicals are used to produce food in large fa-
cilities without regard for the surrounding ecosystem, how the inputs 
were created, who had to handle them or suffered harm from them, or 
from where they came. The food is then shipped off on trucks, trains or 
boats to distribution centers thousands of miles away, all over the 
world.  The processes the “food” undergoes, (like being sanitized with 
a mixture of bleach and water) and the conditions suffered by the peo-
ple picking or packing the food (at times condemned as modern-day 
slavery), are severe (McGlynn, N/D; Sellers and Asbed, 2011). 

Food is then trucked from massive distribution centers to large grocery 
stores where customers can buy goods about which they are provided 
no real information. The “food” that isn’t bought or eaten before it ex-
pires, along with the packaging it came in, is dumped in landfills. 
These landfills are also overflowing, closing, and poisoning the 
environment. This is far from the cyclical system nature has always 
utilized - one that can sustain itself. It is much more like a linear road 
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towards environmental destruction and failed human health. Looking 
into the industrial food system exemplified by Walmart we will see 
that those who control the food, also control the money and the health 
of the environment.

What about an alternative 
to the corporate model? 
What about the idea of 
building a local food sys-
tem, by the community and 
for the community? Creat-
ing a food system is a sce-
nario in which components 
are interlinked – each part 
of the process relies on the 
others to sustain and pros-
per. In a system, each part 
is fed by the others and the 
system holds itself up. In a 
food system there is less 
waste, less pollution, and 
less injustice. A system cre-
ates a stronger, more resil-
ient community. It creates 
local jobs and local money. 

WHAT COMPONENTS EXIST IN A LOCAL FOOD SYSTEM, 
BOTH COMMERCIAL AND NON-COMMERCIAL?

A local food system comprises a vast web of networked businesses and 
activities. Non-commercial aspects in the food system include home 
gardens, community gardens, informal food swaps, food pantries, food 

banks, family dinners and community gatherings. Commercially, the 
food system includes seed companies, nurseries, farms, farm stands, 
farmers’ markets, trucking companies, distribution facilities, grocery 
stores, corner stores, restaurants, institutional cafeterias, garbage com-
panies, hauling companies and waste management facilities. 

Many of these things exist in some form or an-
other in most communities, but usually there is 
room for growth or gaps in the system waiting to 
be filled.  Honing in on these gaps provides an 
ideal way to foster job creation and ensure a food 
secure community. In Chapters 7 and 8, we will 
look at two scenarios thought out for the Boston 
area, envisioning how communities might har-
ness the power to take control over their food 
system while fostering local economic develop-
ment.

HOW CAN COMMERCIAL ASPECTS OF 
THE FOOD SYSTEM BE IMPLEMENTED 
IN OUR LOCAL COMMUNITY?

Re-localizing the food system means both re-
localizing jobs and keeping more dollars circulat-
ing within the community. Developing local, 

worker-owned cooperatives means fairer employment and greater job 
security. With regards to the food system, this can take any or all of the 
forms mentioned above. Here we will take a closer look at two op-
tions, based on current infrastructure, community interest and political 
will. These options will be considered in Roxbury, Massachusetts, a 
neighborhood of Boston as well as in two neighborhoods of Somer-
ville, Massachusetts: Winter Hill and East Somerville.
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The DSNI/Food Project Greenhouse in Roxbury.  
Photo by Lauren Cole, taken April 2012. 
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Figure 6: 
Mapping a Local Food Econ-

omy: Boston
Now that we have a clear 
framework of dominant econom-
ics, the Solidarity Economy, and 
the importance of food systems, 
we can begin to envision what a 
more localized food economy 
could look like in the greater 
Boston area. As you can see, 
major pieces of this food system 
are a cooperative grocery store, 
an Organics Repurposing Cen-
ter, and an urban greenhouse. 
These first two enterprises will 
be discussed in greater detail in 
the sections to follow.
 
By following the arrows around 
the diagram, we get a sense of 
how produce, fertilizer, organic 
materials, and energy can cycle 
within the local economy. Estab-
lishing and networking key en-
terprises, like an Organics Re-
purposing Center, can add stabil-
ity to this economy. Notice that 
this diagram is more similar to a 
web or network, as opposed to 
the more linear system depicted 
in the Walmart diagrams.

Figure 6: Mapping a Local Food Economy: Boston (Submitted by Earthos Design Team).
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Chapter 6: 
Somerville Economic Context

Before we can look into specific examples for building a more local-
ized food system, we first must understand our own communities in 
terms of how the local economy functions. This chapter provides an 
overview of the demographics, political climate, and brief neighbor-
hood descriptions of Somerville. What pieces of this information can 
we relate to the dominant economic model, or the Solidarity Economy?

Overview

Somerville, Massachusetts is a city situated just north of the City of 
Boston, bordered by Cambridge, Everett, Charlestown, and Arlington. 
It is the most densely populated municipality in New England with a 
population of 75,754. Historically, Somerville was a part of the neigh-
boring city of Charlestown, until becoming incorporated in 1842. Then 
a relatively rural town, Somerville quickly became an industrial center. 
It became best known for the innovation of “Fluff”, the marshmallow 
crème used with peanut butter. 

Once a low to moderate-income city, in the 1990s Somerville under-
went a gentrification process ultimately earning the title as Massachu-
setts’ “Best Run City.” In addition to this recognition, Somerville is 
also known for its ethnic diversity, serving as a gateway city for immi-
grants - 26.8% of the population are foreign-born. Despite Somer-
ville’s proverbial rise to the top, beneath the surface remains a city di-
vided in terms of access to resources. For example, access to afford-
able and healthy food differs depending on which neighborhood you 

are in. Looking at food access alone can leave one realizing that there 
is still much work to be done in terms of equality and unity in the city 
of Somerville. 

Current Context

The estimated median household income in 2010 stood at $61,731 
compared to Boston at $55,979 and the state of Massachusetts at 
$64,081.

According to the 2010 Census, of the 75,754 people living in Somer-
ville 6.8% are Black/African-American, 10.6% are Hispanic or Latino, 
and 73.9% are White.   A substantial number of Somerville residents 
are foreign-born, hailing most commonly from the countries of Brazil, 
El Salvador, Haiti and China. Many foreign-born residents live in East 
Somerville, a geographic area that is primed for redevelopment. A 
former Star Market grocery store now sits vacant and according to the 
city of Somerville website, “The former Star Market site is one of the 
largest development parcels outside of Assembly Square and could 
anchor significant mixed use redevelopment for the neighborhood.” 

Somerville has several anchor institutions, defined as institutions that 
have been and will continue to be in the area through challenging and 
even dire economic times. Traditionally speaking, anchor institutions 
usually take on the form of “meds and eds” meaning medical institu-
tions like hospitals, and educational institutions like colleges and uni-
versities. In Somerville, Bunker Hill Community College serves as the 
local junior college. Somerville Community Hospital and Lincoln 
Technical Institute serve as other institutions that fit the definition. 
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Undoubtedly, Tufts University stands as Somerville’s most recogniz-
able anchor institution, having the purchasing power to draw major 
cross-cutting development initiatives within the city.     

Political and Employment Climate

Mayor Joseph Curtatone serves as Somerville’s current mayor and has 
already voiced his discontent with Wal-Mart as a “big box” store mak-
ing its way into the city. It remains to be seen whether mounting politi-
cal pressure over access to jobs will sway the mayor to change his de-
cision. In the past 10 years job creation has remained relatively static, 
with about 20,699 jobs in 2010. According to several community de-
velopment and advocacy organizations, it seems that access to jobs is 
at the top of the agenda within the Somerville community.

Planning and Development Climate 

Beginning in 2009, Somerville created a comprehensive plan for the 
future of the city. The plan represents a twenty-year development pe-
riod where the community has laid out where it would like to be by the 
year 2030. It is stated within the plan itself that its use is defined as a 
“framework for decision making” while at the same time allowing 
municipal officials to retain their authority. 

The average household size in Somerville sits at 2 persons—signifi-
cantly lower than national trends. The number of residents with a col-
lege degree has risen to over half of the population and has been in-
creasing since the 1970s. With just under two thousand businesses, 
roughly a quarter of the tax base comes from commercial property. 

The city provides numerous resources for small businesses and entre-
preneurs to become involved with the development process of the city. 
With 10% of Somerville’s land used for commercial purposes, the 
city’s budget relies heavily on residential property taxes, as well.  

Of particular note is that 125 acres of open space is available for de-
velopment within the city - the local government is looking to “trans-
form” the Inner Belt and Assembly Square.

Winter Hill

Located north of Medford St. and West of McGrath Highway sits a 
relatively diverse neighborhood.  As the neighborhood with the highest 
rate of condominium activity since 2000, the interest in reinvestment 
and development of the neighborhood is clear. This is presumably due 
to the future Green Line extension. The area is currently characterized 
by high rates of housing turnover – vacancy rates are twice as high as 
Somerville overall.

East Somerville

Generally east of McGrath Highway and bordering Washington St. and 
Broadway sits this richly diverse neighborhood. With a substantial 
amount of subsidized housing in comparison to the rest of the city, 
gross rent values stand between $1000-$1250 in this area, as well as in 
the aforementioned Winter Hill neighborhood. Cost-burdened owner-
households tend to be concentrated in both East Somerville and Winter 
Hill, and both areas have been affected by foreclosure.
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Chapter 7: 
A Co-operative Grocery Store Localizes 
Food in Winter Hill

This Chapter proposes the idea of a cooperative grocery store in the 
Winter Hill neighborhood of Somerville, as a way to develop and en-
hance the existing solidarity economy entities in the area, and also as 
a way to help build a localized food system. As we have seen in the 
previous section “Food Systems,” a more localized food system means 
good jobs, and more long-term health for the community. It should be 
mentioned that this idea of a food co-op was identified by community 
members independent of the research conducted by the field projects 
team. Thus, it is our hope that this report will either help fuel the 
community’s campaign for a local food co-op, or help inspire other 
business ventures around the city.

Why a food co-op? Why in Somerville? Why at this site?

There is a pronounced need for food access in Somerville. Whether a 
person drives to the grocery store or not, the highway and city traffic 
make getting to a local supermarket a challenge. Addition-
ally, residents need more than just a place to buy their food. 
The main crux behind why a local grocery could be a coop-
erative relates back to the Solidarity Economy principles in 
the aforementioned section.

Through the voluntary and open membership structure that 
is a staple of cooperatives, residents can latch on to an entity  
that is their own – something that is not as likely to simply 
leave the community. Having a share of the control and 
decision-making process in a business can empower resi-

dents to affect substantive change. A grocery cooperative can also 
serve as a space where different local businesses can come together to 
celebrate working together. Most importantly, having a grocery store 
that can serve as a nexus between communities within a divided city 
could serve as the springboard that really places the East Somerville 
and Winter Hill neighborhoods in a place to more fully partake in the 
prosperity of the entire city.

What is a grocery cooperative?

In what ways can communities be empowered to take control over a 
basic necessity that can bring people together? When it comes to living 
in a community, food is an interesting cultural and social rallying point 
with which many people can identify. This can be particularly true in 
diverse communities where the presence of familiar foods can remind 
burgeoning immigrant populations of the respective countries from 
which they came. Research that speaks to the inherent challenges 
around the introduction of a grocery cooperative within a local food 
system, pinpoint consumer trust as a “must have” (Orth, 2009). How 
do we think about fostering trust and good relationships within this 
example of a food co-op in Winter Hill?
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Consumer Trust
“Trust is logically and experientially a critical variable in relationships 
(Hunt,1994). The perceived level of trust between exchange partners is 
a fundamental relationship model building block and is included in 
most models (Wilson, 1995). Drawing on Sirdeshmukhetal we define 
trust as ʻʻthe expectation held by the consumer that the service pro-
vider is dependable and can be relied on to deliver on its promisesʼʼ 
(Sirdeshmukhetal, 2002). Consumer trust in retailers has been shown 
to develop around two distinct facets, front line employees (FLEs), and 
management policies and practices (Orth, 2009).]



What does a community grocery co-operative look like?

It is through this lens of understanding that we come to realize the im-
portance of establishing trust among Somerville residents, many who 
hail from dramatically different backgrounds in the neighborhoods of 
East Somerville and Winter Hill. So, how could a grocery cooperative 
get started? Where are the pressure points 
that a community can apply to ensure its 
startup, maintenance and success? And most 
importantly, how can we cultivate relation-
ships built on trust from the beginning? Real-
izing that every situation, city, and neighbor-
hood can pose their own set of challenges, 
there are a few different ways to consider ini-
tiating a proposed cooperative business.

Some examples of participating agencies in-
clude: governmental agencies such as the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, community 
agencies such as local co-op developers, 
CDCs and community organizations. In other 
parts of the world, such as Canada and 
Europe, development funds are created, to 
provide funding support for the implementa-
tion of the given co-op business plan (Nemb-
hard, 2006).  

A grocery cooperative is a business. In that vein, considerations must 
be taken to ensure that the business can stay afloat while retaining its 
mission and core values. In this sense, “developing a worker coopera-
tive is much like developing any other type of for-profit business, with 

the main differences being the governance structure and profit distribu-
tion” (Warner, 2006, 10). As displayed in Chapters 3 and 4, co-ops can 
take on many different forms. In order to build support and trust for 
the business, it is most optimal to have a deliberative process within 
the community focusing on such issues as governance structure and 
profit distribution.
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“A very popular and growing model, 
especially among low-income groups, 
is the agency-initiated model. A pri-
vate or government agency pulls to-
gether a group of people, trains them, 
provides management in the initial 
launch, and slowly turns the business 
over to the owner/members. The 
agency raises money for the project 
through grants from foundations, gov-
ernment sources, and a variety of 
loans and raises equity from among 
the members. In addition to handling 
much of the capitalization, the agency 
also handles business planning and 
training” 
(Nembhard, 2006).]

Next Steps: Somerville 
Here we have outlined a general 
sense of what steps to take in start-
ing a co-op, and in what order. This 
list is not representative of the exten-
sive community collaboration process 
essential to developing such an idea, 
as the community should lead from 
the start:

A. Decide on a business idea
B. Conduct feasibility analysis 

to determine if the business 
idea selected is viable

C. Create business plan
D. Schedule pre-start-up ac-

tivities, identified from the 
business planning process

E. Create a proposal to obtain 
financing for business start-
up

(Warner, 2006, 8)]



A business plan will be needed to address issues of funding that, as 
you will see below, necessitate a well formulated idea of what the gro-
cery cooperative will look like. The U.S. Small Business Administra-
tion states on its website that a business plan’s body can be broken up 
into four major parts: 1) Description of the Business, 2) Marketing, 3) 
Finances, and 4) Management (US Small Business Administration, N/
D).

A more achievable and short term step to developing a comprehensive 
business plan, (which can take years to complete), is outlined in the 
book Putting Democracy to Work: A Practical Guide for Starting and 
Maintaining Worker-Owned Businesses (Adams, Hansen, 1993). These 
are questions that can start to be addresses once a given business idea 
is identified - for example, the food co-op in Winter Hill. 

Keeping in minf that starting a grocery cooperative in any 
community is an inherently difficult and iterative process, hav-
ing a structured guideline can be helpful. Retaining the flexibil-
ity to move between these points strategically will be essential. 
However, deviating from some form of plan to the point of ut-
terly disregarding it could be damaging. It is useful to think 
about monitoring and evaluation during this process as well. 
Recording where a community starts (a baseline report), where 
a community wants to go, and all points of progress and down-
falls in between, can be helpful in the learning process.
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WHAT CAN WE THINK ABOUT NOW?

1. Product Plan - What will be sold in the grocery cooperative and 
how will demand be monitored with changes being made accord-
ingly?

2. Marketing Plan - How does the “branding” of the grocery coop-
erative and community connections engendered build support for 
its presence?

 
3. Raw Material Plan - What background research needs to be con-

ducted to ensure a sustainable supply chain in which the flow of 
product in and out of the store ensures the freshest and best pro-
duce available to patrons and worker-owners.

4. Financial Plan - Determining financing options and having a few 
scenarios readily available to discuss with residents, government 
officials, other community groups.

5. Taxation Plan - With a relatively small amount of square footage, 
ensuring a solidified game plan for paying for property taxes and 
other expenses will necessitate an auditor or tax specialist.

6. Personnel Policy and Staffing Plan - this will be intricately tied to 
the education plan because ensuring that workers have a solid 
understanding of how the cooperative will operate and what their 
role in it will alleviate disputes that could arise concerning the hir-
ing and firing of personnel.

7. Governance Plan - The development of by-laws that delineate the 
structure and decision-making process of the cooperative busi-
ness.

8. Social Audit Plan - Determining monitoring and evaluation strate-
gies for the business to ensure that it meets or exceeds the expec-
tations of all parties involved.

9. Education Plan - What does community outreach look like and 
how does the information gathered from the previous steps assist 
in this process?]



Getting started in a Somerville community

Organizers who are still in the preliminary stages of starting a grocery 
cooperative in Dorchester, Massachusetts, highlight the importance of 
connecting with other cooperatives that are nearby for support (Sil-
verman, Jenny, personal correspondence, April 19, 2012). They make 
clear that talking to people in organizations and around the community  
is necessary to ascertain what the community feels regarding the pros-
pect of a particular project. 

In Dorchester, gathering contact information and hosting a meeting 
gave the opportunity for input from all parties on what a grocery coop-
erative would look like in their neighborhood. Seeking out incorpora-
tion to usher in a period of finality and gaining support from city and 
state agencies is a good idea to pursue early and often (Silverman, 
2012). 

With the political climate surrounding this particular site in Somer-
ville, it may ultimately be decided that this idea is not a possibility. 
However, creating these cross-sector partnerships when starting a co-
operative business, especially in terms of seeking financial capital, will 
be beneficial. 

Other strategies for starting a cooperative include the creation of a pre-
liminary workforce chart and the creation of a job ladder (Silverman, 
2012). These tools give incoming workers a sense of what they are en-
tering into as well as the opportunities and paths towards advance-
ment. Furthermore, organizers suggest ensuring that having a diversity 
of people on the leadership team to start the cooperative will be some-
what indicative of what the business will look like at the end of the 
planning process (Silverman, 2012). 

Opportunities for the cross-training of workers can be helpful as this 
increases the skill-set of workers in this collective group. In Dorches-
ter, the desire has been to be part of an even larger system, including 
reaching out to retailers in a cooperative fashion, rather than regarding 
them as stark competitors (Silverman, 2012). 

If a co-op grocery is the agreed upon business idea, before an actual 
campaign is begun to rally residents around the idea, some specific 
research is needed. In actuality, background research (such as the 
points listed under “What can we think about now”), and organizing 
can take place concurrently, and probably should (Silverman, 2012). 

However, it is extremely helpful to bring together community mem-
bers and experts in the field to thoroughly work through the complex 
questions related to the division of labor remuneration, and the 
decision-making structure. These questions must be worked out in ad-
vance because financial returns will likely be low in the first few years 
of operation; if people know exactly what they are getting into from 
the start, they will be less likely to object or deviate from the business 
plan (Silverman, 2012). 

In addition to the aforementioned considerations for starting a co-op, 
the Food Co-op Initiative roughly delineates what they term the “Food 
Co-op Development Model.” This model may seem intuitive, yet it is a 
good reference for bringing more structure and accountability to the 
preliminary administrative tasks necessary in developing a specific co-
op business idea.
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This model outlines 3 separate “stages” of development:
1. Organizing
2. Feasibility 
3. Implementation 

Within each of these 3 “stages” are 4 “cornerstones” necessary to 
ensure the creation of a strong and sustainable systems model. Con-
sistently reviewing and reflecting upon these cornerstones through-
out the three stages ensures a process that does not leave people 
behind or leave thoughts off of the table. What will ultimately result 
is a solidified plan of action for running the business in a way that 
has taken into consideration the concerns of all stakeholders.

Out of the 3 development stages, we highlight two below. Looking 
at all three in their entirety can be daunting. However, taking a 
piece at a time is manageable, especially with a dedicated group of 
co-owners. Please refer to the website (www.cdsconsulting.coop) 
for more information on other necessary stages.

From our vantage point, Somerville seems to be currently standing 
in between Stages 1 and 2 right now. Within the limited framework 
of these models, a sense can be gleaned as to possible next steps. 
Fully revisiting Stage 1 could still prove to be a useful exercise at it 
entails clarifying peoples’ needs and positions concerning the want 
or need for healthy accessible food. It could prove to strengthen the 
foundation before moving forward. On the other hand, it could re-
veal that a coop grocery is not the best option, and could bring forth 
another idea better suited to collective community needs.
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Figure 7: Food Co-op 500 Development Model

Cooperative Development Services. (2008). Four Cornerstones in Three Stages. 
Retrieved from: http://www.cdsconsulting.coop/fourcorner

http://www.cdsconsulting.coop/fourcorner%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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Stage I: Organizing
Brings about the organization

	
 One or more people start with an idea
	
 Recognition of a common problem or need that a 

food co-op could meet includes
o Convening a core group
o Assessing common interest and needs
o Designating leadership
o Building a shared vision
o Committing time, money and other re-

sources

Stage II: Feasibility & Planning
Brings about the operation

	
 An organized group with commitment, interest and 
capacity

	
 Assesses market potential and internal readiness
	
 Includes

o Feasibility – deeper assessments of finan-
cial, market and organizational capacity

o Planning – a business plan for financing and 
operations

	
 Builds commitment and capacity (both leadership 
and management)

	
 Brings about a secured site for the operation

Stage III: Implementation
Brings satisfaction of Member needs

	
 Demonstrated capacity in all the cornerstones
	
 Includes

o Preconstruction
o Construction & Renovation
o Preparation for Opening
o Sustaining - First Year and Beyond

Outline Sourced From Coopera-
tive Development Services. 

(2008). Four Cornerstones in 
Three Stages. Retrieved at:

http://www.cdsconsulting.coop/fourcorner
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Starting a steering committee of a few dedicated individuals is essen-
tial. Even among a small steering committee, it is important to start to 
crunch some numbers and get some idea of the prospects for a grocery 
cooperative. Please refer to Appendix D “Sources and Uses.” This 
document outlines a simple yet helpful spreadsheet to carve out where 
the money to finance a cooperative store is coming from, and what 
how that money will be used. Constructing a development budget can 
help to guide some conversations, especially when held with commu-
nity residents (Silverman, 2012). Not having shown this thinking and 
consideration can leave community residents feeling remiss and even 
disenchanted.

Would a grocery co-op be competitive in a community?

The mission of food co-operatives generally is to provide low cost, 
healthy food primarily to members of the co-op and the greater public. 
Food co-ops are operated for members by members at a non-profit or 
cost basis. Individuals who belong to the co-op have a say in decision 
making over issues surrounding the organization. Most food from co-
ops is either organic or ‘natural’ - produced with a minimum of proc-
essing using few additives or preservatives. Critical to a coop grocery 
in Somerville will be ensuring that the food remains not just healthy, 
but culturally relevant to the surrounding community. In addition, it is 
imperative that affordability takes into consideration all income levels.

With constituents from various parts of the Americas as well as the 
Caribbean, staple foods such as plantains and yucca could be key to 
attracting consumers into the store. Some cooperatives, such as the 
Harvest Food Co-op in Cambridge and Jamaica Plain, have addressed 
issues of affordability by utilizing the government standard as a metric 
(Durkin, Chris, personal correspondence, April 18, 2012). In other 

words, they follow the SNAP/WIC/EBT regulations and provide dis-
counted produce for those customers who participate in these pro-
grams. Although the argument could be made that this is not the sole 
measure of a customer’s ability to pay, it seemed to be the least intru-
sive way to take into consideration the needs of low-income families 
(Durkin, 2012). 

The grocery cooperative proposed in Somerville could include addi-
tional components that would ensure a sustained measure of influence 
in the community. Namely, a grocery cooperative may not last forever, 
but the impact that it could have in terms of bringing healthy foods in a 
community may be valuable. In terms of building and strengthening a 
sustainable food system within a local community, it is evident that 
such an undertaking is not simply about food:

“Sustained improvements in dietary behavior often bene-
fit from long- term, repeated exposure to behaviorally fo-
cused nutrition education through a variety of channels 
and in ways that can compete in today’s marketplace. 
These range from small groups that participate in inter-
active education to large-scale social marketing cam-
paigns. These efforts feature multiple channels of com-
munication, along with system, environmental, and policy 
change as a way to reinforce healthy nutrition behavior” 
(Gregson, 2001).

Coupling an intensive social marketing campaign with a proposed gro-
cery cooperative to local, family-owned restaurants would also be ad-
vantageous. Research has shown that consumer loyalty to a local, 
family-owned business is relatively fickle, meaning that consumers are 
not likely to stick with a particular business through thick and thin, 
simply because it is locally owned. However, what has been found, 
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and what would be necessary to consider in this context, is that there is 
still a relatively large amount of trust built with family-owned busi-
nesses from residents (Orth, 2009). Ensuring that the grocery coopera-
tive does not sit on a food island all by itself is key. There are endless 
ideas for how this food co-op could be linked to other facets of the 
community. Revisiting our discussion of the solidarity economy, and 
emphasis on building local food systems, a few ideas that fit into this 
model:

A.) A combined food co-op/ distribution center 
B.) A combined food co-op/ commercial kitchen

Dorchester: A Local Example of developing a food co-op

Through the aforementioned guiding cooperative principles, a mission 
and business plan can be developed that caters specifically to the needs 
and desires of the community residents. To truly embody the vision of 
a cooperative grocery store, power and belief need to be built and gar-
nered in a way that gives a community the momentum to succeed. As 
mentioned, in Dorchester, Massachusetts, such an undertaking has de-
veloped quite recently.

As a result of three cooperative farmers markets being started in the 
City of Boston, the idea of a food co-op was fresh and new within 
Dorchester (Wool, Joel, personal correspondence, April 19, 2012). Be-
cause this initiative is currently trying to muster support, ensuring that 
the social and political climate is right could be the difference between 
having a strong base, or finding the community divided. Through the 
work of community organizing roughly 600 people gathered together, 
garnering the attention of the Mayor of Boston as well as a representa-
tive from the Boston Public Health Commission. How to foster this 
kind of momentum is best left to local community organizers and ad-

vocates well versed in campaigning and capacity building. What is 
unequivocally true is that power needs to build in an intentional way, 
with good timing, to ensure a strong base of support for such an initia-
tive (Silverman, 2012). 

Regardless of the momentum built and the press garnered, one simple 
fact remains: once the co-op opens, it needs to sell and it needs to sell 
well (Silverman, 2012). The beginnings of the Dorchester cooperative 
entailed not only the creation of a business, but the creation of a cul-
ture and lifestyle that was intrinsically and intentionally intertwined. 
Activities and entertainment such as music, community gardening, 
educational components, and performances were incorporated into the 
overall social aspect of the store. Through social interactions and con-
nections the cooperative can morph from something as simple as a 
store, to a solid and supported institution (Silverman, 2012). 

The context of a grocery co-op in Somerville

The time has never been riper for the proposal of a grocery cooperative 
in Somerville. Situated between the neighborhoods of East Somerville 
and Winter Hill, an abandoned Star Market site has stood vacant since 
2007. Since that time, community residents have had to make lengthy, 
challenging travels to access healthy and affordable food. With a total 
of fourteen grocery cooperatives spread across Massachusetts, this 
proposed cooperative differs in the sense that it would be situated in a 
neighborhood with a diverse makeup of people, tastes, and traditions.

To establish a grocery cooperative in Somerville, and extensive pre-
development phase would need to be undertaken. This includes solicit-
ing the proper expertise to support the initiative, including from the 
surrounding businesses in Somerville. It also includes investigating 
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any available government funding for start ups or for expansion. Some 
successful grocery co-ops in the inner city have found that expanding 
into a low-income area designated as an Enterprise Zone could be an 
entry point into funds held by the state and federal government. In this 
sense, the lines start to become blurred between community develop-
ment and business development, which is also a strong ideological 
standpoint that local community development and advocacy organiza-
tions need to consider before making some of these “business” moves.

Linking co-ops helps money stay within the community

How does a cooperative function, especially within the context of 
Somerville? A cooperatively-owned grocery store necessitates linkages 
between other community businesses. For example, products can come 
from local farmers and artisans, and consumers come from local resi-
dents, restaurants and businesses (Silverman, 2012). In order to deepen 
this kind of support and recognition, a major step in setting up the gro-
cery cooperative would be to join the National Cooperative Grocers’ 
Association (NCGA) by either establishing or joining a chapter here in 
Massachusetts. One benefit of belonging to NCGA involves marketing 
support - both community members and those outside the community 

can search and access information about the co-op via their database.  
They further provide technical services and access to useful resources 
(NCGA, N/D).

Due to the spread of existing cooperatives in Massachusetts already, 
there may be local connections to this national body. What makes 
NCGA innovative and different is that it is a cooperative as well (Sil-
verman, 2012). This connection and realization helps lend further cre-
dence to the principles of the Solidarity Economy, keying in on mak-
ing connections to other thriving cooperatives and industries to gain 
and retain democratic control and power throughout society. 

Somerville’s current food “system” 

Food is an incredibly powerful tool to bring people together within and 
across communities and the city of Somerville is no different. As men-
tioned previously, the Star Market located in Winter Hill closed in 
2007. In an area where most residents purchase food from grocery 
stores (as opposed to CSA shares, farmers markets, or specialty shops), 
this closure was a huge hit to residents. 

The nearest grocery store to the old Star Market site is a 
nearby Stop&Shop supermarket, which is placed at the 
edge of a local highway. It does not adequately cater to 
community residents who would need to cross numerous 
lanes of traffic to access the available food. Another gro-
cery store, Market Basket is located near Union Square, 
and because of its diversity in products and low prices, it 
proves to have a consistently high level of pedestrian 
traffic and store overflow. This brings to light the high 
demand on the part of consumers. In fact, when mapping 
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Case Study: NCGA
The National Cooperative Grocers Association (NCGA) is a busi-
ness services cooperative for retail food co-ops located throughout 
the United States. We represent 125 food co-ops operating over 
160 stores in 35 states with combined annual sales of over $1.4 bil-
lion and over 1.3 million consumer-owners. NCGA helps unify natu-
ral food co-ops in order to optimize operational and marketing re-
sources, strengthen purchasing power, and ultimately offer more 
value to natural food co-op owners and shoppers everywhere.” 
(NCGA, N/D).



out the available grocery stores for Somerville, it is clear to see that 
groceries surround the fringe of the city, and residents must to travel 
an average of one mile to gain access to food. It should be mentioned 
that there is increasing participation and popularity in Somerville’s 
farmers markets, however, this option can be more expensive than 
grocery stores.

Placing a local grocery co-op at the old Star Market site (between the 
Winter Hill and East Somerville neighborhoods) would serve as an 
impetus for bringing a diversified constituency together. It is assumed 
that because the purchasing power of a co-op is greater than that of the 
individual, locally grown foods, which are culturally sensitive and di-
verse, and could be sold at more affordable prices. 

Cost Hurdles

There is no doubt that besides increasing access to healthy foods, 
Somerville residents want more jobs. The word ‘job’ is mentioned in 
the comprehensive plan twenty-nine time. With that said, creating a 
grocery cooperative within Somerville will certainly not bring about 
jobs in a quick fashion. Rather, the push for cooperatives to expand 
into the inner city is rife with challenges, which can be met head on 
and mitigated as long as community residents and stakeholders are 
prepared.

Looking at grocery cooperatives across the country, it is clear that 
there is not a definitive way to begin. The Davis Food Co-op in Cali-
fornia, started out with 100% volunteer labor all the while quickly fol-
lowing up with a “daily coordinator” to assist with administrative tasks 
(Walter, personal correspondence, April 2012). Other cooperatives 
start all workers at the same wage and then create a system where 
payment increased after a certain number of years. All in all, coopera-
tives must work extremely hard in order to be profitable, and some-
times business models may need to shift in order to accommodate 
times of low surplus. In this regard, wages in the beginning years vary 
from coop to coop (Walter, 2012). 

Numerous cooperatives have moved on to providing their workers 
comparable and competitive benefits. It would be wise in the creation 
of a grocery cooperative to seriously consider how to finance em-
ployee health care, including doctor, dental, and eye care (Walter, 
2012). In that same vein, workers’ compensation and insurance tend to 
be quite expensive. One or two cases against a cooperative as a result 
of an injury on the job could result in the cooperative being shut down. 
Further research would be needed to determine how to address this 
issue in a way that ensures that the cooperative is sustainable and well 
protected. Although some cooperatives have worked to provide living 
wages to their members, this continues to be an elusive task or one that 
does not adequately address quality of life among workers. In some 
cooperatives, a lot of the onus is placed on the Board of Directors 
(BOD) to handle the wages, benefits, hiring, firing and a change in 
business working in tandem with the voting power of the workers 
(Walter, 2012).

Although community development groups often have experience cre-
ating affordable housing, the results of their efforts in this arena may 
not be consistent. Coupling that with the different skillset required for 
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There are two key factors determining the 
availability of quality food in low income 
communities:
-The cost of running stores in the city is driven up by 
lower volume, higher insurance, property value and 
other operating costs;

-Quality food tends to be more expensive than it is in the 
suburbs.



business development, turning to a local CDC may pose a challenging 
problem, albeit not completely insurmountable. A market analysis in-
corporating space considerations and comparisons should be under-
taken to determine how a lower square footage, may affect product 
cost. 

Co-op history is full of both successes and disappointments (Walter, 
2012). Each has an individual story, but common themes in coop clo-
sures usually involve lack of popular base in the neighborhood and a 
battle for economic viability. The most successful cooperative ventures 
tend to come from support by anchor institutions and through support 
from the city government. These factors are worth keeping in mind 
when considering costs and the subsequent details around job creation 
and salary potential.

Does this fit into the Somerville Comprehensive Plan 
(“SomerVision”)?

The proposal of a grocery cooperative fits 
snugly into “Somervision”, because of the na-
ture of the business model. Keeping in line 
with the “Implementation Priorities” of the 
plan and the challenge from community resi-
dents for their city to take the lead on issues of 
sustainability, providing residents with access 
to fresh foods is paramount. The residents 
make a call for action: 

In this regard, the grocery cooperative can 
easily tie into current work being undertaken 
in the city by businesses like Green City 

Growers, concerning quality food. The questions that should be raised 
before the installation of a grocery cooperative in Somerville could 
include an investigation into how a grocery cooperative can further 
complement the work being done by Green City Growers. This may 
take the form of Green City Growers partnering with the cooperative 
to engage in community education initiatives. 

Further evidence abounds that such a proposal 
is in strong alliance with the desires of com-
munity residents with regards to health and 
wellness. Regarding the Shape Up Somerville 
program the master plan boasts, “the program 
has earned national recognition for its work to 
reduce childhood obesity, increase physical 
activity in public schools, and promote access 
to fresh food for all Somerville residents.” 
(City, 2009. 76)
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Action: 
Encourage retail activity that 
will provide fresh food and 
other unique products, en-
hance social connections, and 
reinforce Somervilleʼs culture 
of funky independent busi-
nesses and small micro-
enterprises. 
(City of Somerville, 2009, 36)

Sustainability Programs Should 
Include:

a. Solid waste programs
b. Energy efficiency programs
c. Stormwater management policies
d. Transportation demand management
e. Public health programs, including air quality 

and access to fresh foods
(Somerville Comprehensive Plan, pg. 25)



As interesting and compelling as the evidence is, we would be remiss 
to bring about such excitement over these synergies without mention-
ing the obstacles and pitfalls that might hinder such a pursuit.

Potential Pitfalls - What can we learn from similar cases?

Long time social activist and cooperative guru Art Danforth outlines 
some challenges that urban co-ops face when starting up. Though his 
list of items is nearly twenty years old, a recent co-op panel identified 
many of the same problems. The challenges include the need for:

Overall, the benefits of starting and sustaining a grocery cooperative 
could build an immense amount of community power. It is quite im-
portant to proceed with caution because the overall system of which 
the grocery cooperative would live in tandem with is rife with rules 
and regulations that could prove to be tricky:

“The magnitude of social and environmental change 
needed to make and sustain healthy eating and a physically 
active lifestyle can be profound, and the challenge of elimi-
nating disparities experienced by low-income individuals 
can be even more daunting. System, environmental, and 
policy changes at local, state, and national levels may oc-
cur slowly, but research from tobacco control suggests that 
attention to these levels of influence is necessary when in-
dividual and interpersonal behaviors are not enough to 
overcome negative environmental influences. Since such 
changes make healthier living easier for large numbers of 
people, they are also very efficient and ultimately may be 
the only way to sustain healthful environmental and behav-
ior change in a dynamic, competitive marketplace envi-
ronment” 

(Gregson, 2001).

Historically, the challenges around opening up a grocery store within 
an urban setting such as Somerville have proved grim. So, what steps 
are necessary to take to ensure the vibrancy of a grocery cooperative 
within a local food system? This remains unchartered territory, espe-
cially in terms of navigating the difficulties successfully. A study of an 
attempt to open up an urban grocer in New York spells out the difficul-
ties they faced, and along with it the pitfalls to avoid.
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1. A solid community organization: though they might not 
have technical experience, local groups know their con-
stituents, know local priorities, and know who are the 
power brokers who can help with potential impediments to 
start-ups;

2. Getting appropriate feasibility studies completed: profes-
sionally done studies should consider the potential for not 
simply a grocery store (natural vs. conventional product) 
but also the potential interest in a cooperatively owned 
store;

3. Identifying technical assistance: the community group must 
acknowledge its own limitations to starting and running a 
business and find appropriate help;

4. Member recruitment, education and equity: the unique 
qualities and challenges of the cooperative structure must 
be acknowledged and planned for at the outset;

5. Strong management: again, a critical acknowledgment by 
the founding group that they do not have the expertise to 
run a successful food cooperative; and lastly,

6. Support from related cooperatives. Danforth, Art. (1997). Can We Help Build Inner City Co-ops?  Retrieved from: 
http://www.cooperativegrocer.coop/articles/2004-01-09/can-we-help-build-inner-city-co-ops

http://www.cooperativegrocer.coop/articles/2004-01-09/can-we-help-build-inner-city-co-ops%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://www.cooperativegrocer.coop/articles/2004-01-09/can-we-help-build-inner-city-co-ops%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank


Additionally, discussions over what type of grocer the cooperative can 
be a hurdle residents. The advent of a grocery cooperative providing 
fresh food is one aspect, but when the turnover of the produce is too 
fast it can lead to confusion over the “branding” of the store (Walter, 
2012). People want something tangible that 
they can explain. If the store does not estab-
lish an identity that is clearly in tandem with 
the cross-section of Somerville residents, it 
could be doomed from the beginning (Wal-
ter, 2012). 

Somerville, on its surface, may be one of 
the best places to live in the New England 
area. However, underlying the awards is a 
city that remains divided, and the grocery 
cooperative’s task may very well be two-
fold: serve as the bridge between two com-
munities, along with providing healthy and 
accessible food choices. Going back to our 
example from New York, the center text box 
shows stakeholders helping to  explain the 
importance of “branding” early on.

Expansion of an already successful grocery 
store into the area may prove to be a more 
business savvy move than creating a gro-

cery store from scratch. Having a model and outside expertise can cer-
tainly be frowned upon by many communities, particularly low income 
communities who may have historically been taken advantage of by 
predatory lenders and businessmen. Aside from this realization is the 

stark reality that the campaigning, commu-
nity organizing and advertising for a gro-
cery cooperative can be handled by local 
CDCs, but having the capacity to run the 
business of the cooperative once it is cre-
ated proved to be a challenge for New York 
residents.

What we see here is an iteration of yet an-
other idea that ultimately failed. Attempting 
to illicit advice from successful grocery co-
operatives probably will not adequately ac-
count for the amount of expertise necessary 
for the cooperative to flourish. There is 
something to be said about having someone 
on site who has the experience to handle the 
day-to-day operations of a cooperative 
(Walter, 2012). 

This is not meant to say that certain com-
munity residents do not have the capacity to 
run the grocery store and it will be up to lo-
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Challenges
The participants mentioned several important problems that arose early in the planning and implementation phase of de-
veloping the new business, including issues related to the: (1) physical space; (2) branding the store; (3) stocking; (4) pric-
ing; (5) membership; and (6) marketing 
(Morland, 2010)

Identity
In addition to the inability to reach a 
consensus of what type of store the 
ENY-FC would be, branding the store 
became diffıcult because of inconsisten-
cies in what types of products the store 
carried over time. One participant com-
mented: “...Like [there is] too little pro-
duce to where people actually come in 
and are looking for those things they 
canʼt fınd it when they need it.ʼ 

Another issue that arose regarding 
branding the store was the poor fırst im-
pression that left potential customers 
from coming into the store again.

(Morland, 2010).]



cal CDCs and community advocacy organizations to work in tandem 
with residents to identify the capacity and assets of their own commu-
nity. Identifying key stakeholders with the expertise and business 
know-how to engage in the running of the cooperative should be seen 
as a first step before looking outside of the community.

Building a sustainable food system that includes most if not all of the 
components that community residents demand, from the availability of 
healthy and fresh foods to the availability of jobs, will take much more 
than business expertise and political know-how to work. In that vein, 
creating sustainable systems entails a change that cuts across different 
field and disciplines. To truly foster support regarding a local grocery 
food co-op it is imperative to get a sense of what perceptions of local 
grocers may be in a local community.

We did not have a chance to engage in this qualitative research with 
Somerville community residents and stakeholders in a direct and 
meaningful way. However, there are examples that we can glean from 
similar situations across the United States that can shed light on the 
social perceptions of a local grocery cooperative. In a report conducted 
in New York (again) researchers investigated what perceptions a di-
verse contingent of low-income residents had of food grocers within 
what they described as an “ecological framework” (Webber, 2010). 
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Expertise
The required expertise in food retail and accounting 
were identifıed as areas that needed improvement: 
ʻThe reality is that none of us that are involved in the 
project . . . have experience specifıcally on how to 
open a grocery store.ʼ This lack of extensive busi-
ness experience by the group was viewed as having 
an impact on the management of funds, marketing, 
and decisions about running the store. Although the 
community partners relied on advice from the store 
managers working at two local food cooperatives, the 
lack of a consistent staff person with food retail expe-
rience was identifıed as an oversight. 
(Morland, 2010)

Ecological Framework

“Twenty-eight low-income rural, village, and inner city 
heads of households in upstate New York, USA, were 
selected by purposive and theoretical sampling and 
interviewed about fruit and vegetable shopping habits, 
attitudes toward local food stores, and where and how 
they would prefer to buy produce. Analyses revealed 
their concerns were organized around five themes: 
store venue; internal store environment; prod-
uct quality; product price; relationships with 
the stores. An unanticipated finding was the differing 
social relations that appear to exist between partici-
pant consumers, store employees and management, 
and the store itself as a representation of the larger 
retail food system. Attitudes toward retail food stores 
in this study are described as passive or fatalistic in-
difference, supportive, opportunistic, and confronta-
tional (change agents)” 

(Webber, 2010). Emphasis added.



Somerville residents can see themselves as the “change agents” cate-
gory that follows a blend of the others. To forge a path that deviates 
from normal pragmatism while also sidestepping impractical, blind 
optimism can prove to make a difference, or a change, in how the local 
food system operates in East Somerville and in Winter Hill.

Financial Considerations

It is important to integrate financial considerations into this forward 
thinking vision. There are some upfront costs and considerations sur-
rounding the source(s) of funds for the grocery cooperative.

The two main cost components to consider when starting a grocery 
cooperative are the start up costs and the net operating income. The 
former Star Market site is approximately 40,000 gross square feet. In 
terms of keeping the site and rehabilitating up to appropriate standards, 
it would take about $75 per gross sq. ft, or a total of $3,000,000 of up-
front “hard” costs. Concurrently, there are “soft” costs that come in the 
form of expenses for the needed technical expertise (architects, con-
sultants, etc.) which will be an additional expense. Going back to our 
example, 10% on top of the initial $3 million combines for a total $3.3 
million in upfront costs (Attia Mark, personal correspondence, April 
18, 2012). 

What are some avenues to pursue in addition to a fund-
raising campaign? There are a few preliminary funding 
sources that can be investigated.

Bank Loans
Bank Loans may prove to be the fastest and easiest way to finance the 
costs of the project, and would most likely be a major source of captal. 

What communities can lean on is the helpful but recently unpopular 
Community Reinvestment Act. 

Basically, CRA forces bank institutions to invest back into low to 
moderate-income communities. What is in it for banks? Simple. They 
are incentivized. What that means for local community organizations 
is that roughly 50-60% of the $3.3 million dollars could be covered. 
This heaping loan could be paid back in a traditional manner, namely 
by subtracting the operational expenses (taxes, electricity, insurance, 
miscellaneous) by the total revenue to determine the grocery coopera-
tive’s net operating income. It is from this pool of leftover money that 
the loan debt would be repaid in increments. 

Grants
Grants are a great way to gain money that does not have be paid back 
over a certain period of time at a certain interest rate. It is essentially 
free money. Furthermore, it can be given out when local or national, 
public or private corporations are in agreement with what a community 
group is executing. Within the context of Somerville, surrounding or-
ganizations with the financial capital to more of the $3.3 million dollar 
cost include: LISC, Enterprise, and The Boston Foundation.

Fundraising
Fundraising is a great tactic for engaging in community education and 
empowerment. Establishing and maintaining connections within a 
community can only be successful if the actors are actively engaged 
with the community in meaningful ways. It also serves as an opportu-
nity to express exactly what a cooperative is doing.

Tax Credits
New Market Tax Credits is a program that was pinned by former 
President Bill Clinton as “the most significant effort ever” in terms of 
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helping to leverage private investment for the benefit of distressed 
communities (Rubin, 2005). The NMTC program is meant to create 
more synergy between the public and private sectors to invest in older 
neighborhoods in urban areas, as well as older suburban areas.

The upside of using this strategy to fund the grocery cooperative is that  
they do not count as a direct budgetary expenditure, thereby making it 
a bit more politically feasible (Rubin, 2005). Applying for these tax 
credits requires an application which delineates the plan of action for 
the community. The application has to show intentionality in four sub-
stantive areas: business strategy, capitalization strategy, management 
capacity, and community impact.

Once a grocery cooperative is up and running, how will 
it fare in the market? What is the added value of a Som-
erville grocery cooperative? 

A grocery cooperative in Somerville is not starting in isolation. 
Massachusetts is rather solidified with a set of grocery coop-
eratives that are not only successful in their own right, but also 

supportive of one another. Under the auspices of organizations 
such as the Cooperative Grocers’ Information Network (CGIN) 
and the National Cooperative Grocers Association (NCGA) 
there are umbrella institutions available to help facilitate and 
maintain the process of instilling a grocery cooperative into the 
community. With grocery cooperatives thriving in similar areas 
since the 1970s, opening up a grocery cooperative that allows 
access to fresh, ethnically diverse and suitable food is not far 
fetched. The main example that a grocery cooperative in Som-
erville can follow is that of “serving the people first” with the 
idea of encouraging people to make a push towards natural, 
organic, and healthy foods.

A local grocery cooperative may not provide the same amount 
of products as a traditional, for-profit grocery store (about 
9,000 products in comparison to 50,000 available products). 
However, the benefits of a worker-owner-consumers culture 
can still outweigh this ‘drawback’. What this means is that, at 
least at the very successful Park Slope Cooperative, competi-
tion from nearby Trader Joe’s was kept at bay despite the major 
amount of products. Instead of the cooperative membership 
declining, it was discovered that by having a local grocery 
store in the area, consumers were exposed to more types of or-
ganic foods. The subsequent new and increased demands could 
be addressed more efficiently by the grocery cooperative that 
did not have to respond to middlemen (executives and share-
holders) (Kowitt, 2010).

Here is a more comprehensive listing of possible sources of 
funding for further research. A compilation of corresponding 
local resources would be beneficial here:
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Tax Credits
The New Markets Tax Program builds on what the 
Clinton administration regarded as successful recent 
innovations in the federal governmentʼs approach to 
community economic development and poverty alle-
viation. These innovations include a reliance on finan-
cial intermediaries and the use of tax credits. 
(Rubin, 2005)



• money from co-op members
• angel investors - a rich individual 

who provides money for a business 
start-up, usually in exchange for 
convertible debt or ownership equity

• self-directed IRAs
• local economic development offices
• state minority and small business 

development offices
• local chambers of commerce
• small business development centers
• USDA business and industry loan 

programs

These are only small, starting suggestions 
to get a sense of what a grocery coopera-
tive would look like from a financial per-
spective. It is by no means an all-
inclusive account. The appropriate way to go about financing such a 
project is best left within the hands of the community who can ade-
quately decide the amount of loans and corresponding amount of risk 
it may need to take on for this idea come to fruition.

Conclusion

The creation of a grocery cooperative, whether it be worker-owned, 
consumer-owned or some other version, is a valiant and challenging 
goal. When it is seated in a current economic system amongst competi-
tors functioning based solely on the bottom line, retaining a set of ide-
als while at the same time remaining competitive is no small task. 
There may be the amazing excitement and synergy created as a result 
of some of the ideas circulating among and between community resi-

dents, but it is important not to let this ex-
citement overpower sound reason and 
proper planning. Rather, it is important to 
have excitement complementing a firm 
resolve to create a sustainable cooperative 
that is seated within a sustainable food 
system to ensure longevity. On that note, 
an author warns of a dramatic fate that 
community groups, municipalities, and all 
stakeholders should bear in mind all 
through developmental and maintenance 
stages of a cooperative business:

Further resources for starting a worker 
cooperative business are close by to Som-
erville, in the neighboring City of Boston. 
The ICA Group, described on their web-
site as “a national not-for-profit organiza-

tion which seeks to create and save jobs through the development and 
strengthening of employee-owned cooperatives and community-based 
projects. ICA provides a full range of business consulting and techni-
cal assistance services, education, and financing to clients working in 
or seeking to start worker-owned and community-based businesses” 
(ICA Group, N/D). Additionally, the U.S. Federation of Worker Coop-
eratives can offer additional support (US Federation, N/D). There is no 
reason for a community to feel that the onus lies on them and them 
only for the creation of the business. In fact, the premise behind a co-
operative is cooperation, and collaboration, for the realization of one’s 
goals. It is through this framework that we hope to provide a commu-
nity with not only a sense of what is, but the very best sense of what 
could be.... A practical vision.
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A Co-op Is Still A Business
“My own interest in worker cooperatives 
spawns from their democratic and egalitarian 
nature, and my opposition to worker exploita-
tion embodied in capitalist businesses. How-
ever, a worker cooperative cannot survive 
based solely upon ideals. In order to survive – 
and succeed – as a business, a worker coop-
erative must compete in the marketplace with 
other businesses in a manner which will bring 
in revenues beyond expenses. Even though 
worker co-ops are dramatically different from 
other businesses, this basic premise still ap-
plies” 
(Warner, 2006, 24)
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Figure 8: Rendering of Co-op at Winter Hill Site (Submitted by Earthos Design Team)

FIGURE 8: Rendering of Co-op at Winter Hill Site

What could a food co-op in Winter Hill actually look like?  Because most small restaurants or grocery stores in the area sell 
products that are coming from outside the region, what would it mean to create a space where local and affordable prod-
ucts could be bought and sold? This rendering is an attempt to depict certain values recognized in the area, such as af-
fordability, health, sustainability, equity, walkability, and empowerment. As part of a community outreach process, deciding 
upon shared value sets for this site will be essential in creating the space that works for all.



Chapter 8: 
Current Roxbury Economic Structure 

Overview

Roxbury stands at the geographical center of the City of Boston. It 
generally spans from Melnea Cass Boulevard to the south and Ham-
mond St to the east. The once burgeoning farming community cur-
rently stands at the center of “Black Boston” as a hub for the African-
American community. Only a stone’s throw away from downtown Bos-
ton, it is an area replete with new businesses and ventures that are 
adding to the social and economic capital of the neighborhood.

Current Context

As of 2010, the neighborhood of 59,790 (BRA, 2010)	  is still predomi-
nantly African-American like it has been since the 1960s when notable 
resident and political activist Malcolm X lived there as a teenager. In 
recent years, a growing Latino population comprised mostly of Puerto 
Ricans and Dominicans, have come to Roxbury. According to 2010 
Census data, Roxbury stands at about 60.9% Black/African-American, 
29.8% Hispanic or Latino, and 14.1% White in terms of its current 
population. The majority of the Hispanic population is Puerto Rican.   
What Roxbury brings forth in terms of the arts and culture can some-
times be overridden by challenges to its residents. The estimated me-
dian household income in 2010 stood at $35,557 as compared to Bos-
ton overall at $55,979 and the state of Massachusetts at $64,496. A 
substantial number of Roxbury residents are foreign-born residents. 
Additionally, many of the housing units in the neighborhood are rented 
(76.8%), not owned. 

Roxbury hosts several anchor institutions - institutions that have been 
and will continue to be in the area through challenging and even dire 
economic times. Traditionally, anchor institutions usually take on the 
form of “meds and eds” meaning medical institutions, such as hospi-
tals and educational institutions, such as colleges and universities. In 
Roxbury, Northeastern University and Roxbury Community College 
serve as two major anchor institutions by this definition. Other institu-
tions in the nearby Fenway neighborhood include the Wentworth Insti-
tute of Technology, the Massachusetts College of Art, the Berkelee 
College of Music, the New England Conservatory, and the Harvard 
Medical School.  In addition, please refer to Appendix D to find a list 
of local restaurants, food stores, and community organizations in Rox-
bury.
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The following chapter was compiled from 
two primary resources:

US Census Bureau, (2010). Summary File 1, 
Boston Redevelopment Authority  Research Di-
v i s i o n A n a l y s i s . R e t r i e v e d f r o m 
RoxburySF1NBHD.pdf

US Census Bureau. (2010). American Commu-
nity Survey 2005-2009. Retrieved from 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_docume
ntation/2010_acs_briefs/

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/2010_acs_briefs/
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/2010_acs_briefs/
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/2010_acs_briefs/
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/2010_acs_briefs/


Political Climate

The current political climate showcases the organized and forward-
thinking nature of the Roxbury community. The neighborhood liaison 
for the mayor’s office is Mr. Keith Williams and the City Council for 
Roxbury (District 7) is Tito Jackson. In thinking about the creation of a 
food production and/or organics repurposing center, it is important to 
note that trash pick-up days are Monday and Thursday with recycling 
being done exclusively on Mondays. Voting in the community takes 
place at the Orchard Gardens Community Center.

Planning and Development Climate

Most recently, Mayor Menino has kicked off the Fairmont Indigo Line 
Planning Initiative, jumpstarting a defective and under-utilized com-
muter rail line that runs to Uphams Corner in Dorchester. In that vein, 
the Boston Redevelopment Authority is looking to stimulate growth 
along the Fairmont Indigo Line and a request has gone out by the local 
government for a consultant team to engage in this effort. 

With housing being such a contentious issue amidst the foreclosure 
crisis, a local Roxbury nonprofit has received $20 million dollars to 
aid in foreclosure prevention. The “Foreclosure Prevention Counseling 
Program” at Urban Edge received money from Citi Community De-
velopment. Many community residents are probably hoping that 
money from this program can be used to save the historic Charles St. 
AME Church from foreclosure, as One United Bank has taken steps to 
collect alleged payment from the church. 

Most likely at the top of lots of community residents is the initiative to 
renovate the Ferdinand building as the new Boston Public Schools 
headquarters. The Dudley Municipal Building groundbreaking cere-
mony took place on March 2, 2012, signifying city’s intent to move 
forward on an initiative that has been termed as a plot to gentrify Dud-
ley Square by some.

Dudley Square Neighborhood

Neighborhoods in Boston can be difficult to define. Depending on who 
you ask, there are different perceptions as to what constitutes a neigh-
borhood. As a general rule of thumb, the U.S. Postal Service zip codes 
serve as a guide to approximate neighborhood locations. Roxbury is 
generally understood to comprise the following zip codes: 02118, 
02119, and 02120. The median household income for the study area 
ranged from $11,301 to $58,835, compared to a state median of 
$64,496, as estimated for 2005-2009 by the Census' American Com-
munity Survey. Almost half of the 3,000 families who live in the Dud-
ley Square neighborhood are single-parent households with children. 
Of these single-parent households, most of the parents are women – 
this is drastically higher than the rest of Suffolk County, which is com-
prised of about 20% single, female-headed households with children.
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Chapter 9:
Organics Repurposing…On the Horizon

This Chapter investigates the idea of an organics repurposing center 
in the Roxbury neighborhood of Boston, as a way to develop the local 
solidarity economy and strengthen the local food system. As we dis-
cussed in the section “Food Systems,” a more localized food economy 
means good jobs, and more long-term health for 
the community. In presenting this information we 
hope to provide readers the foundation of an idea 
worth further investigation and help inspire other 
business ventures best suited to the neighborhood.

The neighborhood of Roxbury has a strong and 
growing local food culture, as well as a diverse 
set of resources at hand. The neighborhood is 
home to Tropical Foods, a locally owned grocery 
store serving most of the community with plans 
to expand in the coming years (Lagunas, Cris, 
personal communication, March 20, 2012).

 Organizations like The Food Project are housed 
in the neighborhood and are taking steps towards 
bringing Roxbury to the forefront of urban food 
production and youth training in agriculture and 
gardening. There are “local mom and pop” res-
taurants like The Pepper Pot, Ugi’s Subs and the Haley House, the lat-
ter committed to local purchasing and youth job training. Finally, Rox-
bury’s neighbor, Dorchester, is on the path towards a new coopera-
tively owned grocery store. The vibrancy of the food culture and 
community food access in the region is growing. 

When looking at ways for Roxbury to “close the food loop” and com-
bat the potential presence of a Walmart grocery, proposing another 
food market to compete with the locally owned resources seemed 
somewhat counterproductive. There are always ways in which Rox-
bury can expand the infrastructure around local, affordable and healthy 
food access from the food purchasing perspective - and this is already 

happening in several ways throughout the com-
munity. Therefore, to begin thinking about strong 
job and food access opportunities in Roxbury, the 
Field Projects team first looked at the current 
status of greater Boston’s food system including 
production, consumption and waste. 

Looking at the region, it is very clear that there is 
a large “gap” in the food system related to the 
‘waste’ stream. In addition, the current political 
landscape around organic food ‘waste’ in Massa-
chusetts is shifting. Therefore, we feel that by 
thinking about an organics repurposing facility in 
Roxbury, we can also think about job creation, 
innovation and sustainability. Because local food 
production is a growing interest, envisioning 
ideas in relation to “closing” the food loop is per-
tinent in fostering innovation and economic de-
velopment within the region. Just as in the Chap-
ter 6 “Food Co-op In Winter Hill,” this chapter 

will tease out what an organics repurposing facility could look like in 
Roxbury, in relation to food access, job access, and the solidarity 
economy. Ultimately, it will be up to residents to come together to de-
cide what will work best for them.
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Organic Waste - ʻWasteʼ 
comprised of natural materi-
als: food scraps and plant 
debris

Organics Repurposing – 
Separating out organic mate-
rials (food scraps and plant 
debris) from the waste stream 
and processing them sepa-
rately. This process produces 
products usable by farmers 
and gardeners such as com-
post or fertilizer.



Furthermore, the ideas we investigated and will present here are inno-
vative and somewhat unprecedented in the United States. The best way 
to analyze the potential of organics repurposing was to find relevant 
case studies, and extrapolate the information to the current situation in 
the Boston community. Limitations in this method include the ques-
tions around the applicability of case study data to the Boston context, 
as well as sometimes disparate information found within the research. 
 Nevertheless, because the topic is at the forefront of statewide con-
cerns and legislative action, and because the ideas show promise with 
regards to the goals outlined in the Roxbury Strategic Master Plan, the 
concepts are worth further investigation and understanding. A full 
blown feasibility study will be necessary to finally determine whether 
the ideas presented here will be viable options for Boston.

What is happening in the region?

Boston generates hundreds of thousands of tons of organic “waste” 
each year (Boston Recycling Coalition, 1). As it stands, this resource is 
moved through the current linear structure and is shipped all over 
Massachusetts and even out of state either to landfills or burning facili-
ties (ACE, 2011). Both of these methods of disposal contribute green-
house gases and particulate matter into the atmosphere, and chemical 
pollutants into the terrestrial ecosystem. Furthermore, they take not 
only jobs, but valuable resources out of the community. Figure X rep-
resents Boston’s current waste stream.  Figure 9 represents the flow of 
Boston’s solid wastes from municipal collection, transfer in Lynn and 
Roxbury, and to various incinerators and landfills from there.

If we can imagine moving away from this linear model and towards 
nature’s cyclical approach to the food system, this notion of ‘waste’ 
becomes a negligible concept.  In a system, all resources are cycled. 
What is termed ‘waste’ is actually a key resource in a system - in this 

case organic food and yard scraps are actually critical components that 
must be fed back into the food cycle, if it is to be sustained.
Moving past the imagination, legislators in Massachusetts are thinking 
similarly regarding ‘waste.’ In 2010 Massachusetts put forth a draft of 
the 2010-2020 Massachusetts Solid Waste Master Plan (SWMP). The 
Plan was a response to the Global Warming Solutions Act (GWSA) 
signed in to law in August 2008, by Governor Deval Patrick. 

The GWSA,

…requires Massachusetts to reduce greenhouse emissions at 
least 80 percent below 1990 levels by 2050.  The GWSA 
also set  an interim goal for the Commonwealth to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by between 10 and 25 per-
cent from 1990 levels by 2020, and to develop plans and 
programs to accomplish those reductions.  The direct  emis-
sions from solid waste management activities in Massachu-
setts (which are limited to emissions from in-state landfills 
and municipal waste combustors) only represent about 4% of 
total Massachusetts 1990 baseline GHG emissions.  How-
ever, when viewed from the perspective of emissions gener-
ated over the full lifecycle of the materials that are being 
disposed, overall production, use, transportation and disposal 
of products and packaging are estimated to account  for an 
estimated 42% of total GHG emissions on a national basis 
(MassDEP, 2010, 3).

Therefore:

…it is increasingly understood that solid waste management 
is an important contributor to greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions…which means that solid waste management is an im-
portant aspect  of our GHG mitigation planning for 2020… 
The draft  2010 Solid Waste Master Plan puts the Common-
wealth on the pathway to a zero waste future 
(MassDEP, 2010, iii).
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Figure 9: Pathways of Bostonʼs Municipal Solid Waste - 2011 
As we follow the colored waste arrows leave Boston through Roxbury and Lynn on their way to regional landfills and incinerators, we are also 
following a large source of potential revenue.  A food systems lens helps us shift our societal values while also shifting our economic values - 
turning an undesirable output (“waste”) into a highly useful, productive, and sustainable energy resource. Organics repurposing not only gener-
ates fertilizer and energy, but also removes a significant portion of municipal waste from trucks, landfills, and incinerators, decreasing our car-
bon, energy, and landfill footprints. 

Figure 9: Pathways of Bostonʼs Municipal Solid Waste - 2011 (ACE; Clean Water Fund. (2011). Pathways of Bostonʼs Municipal Solid Waste-2010. Internal Document.)



Of note, the creation of an organic waste management system in Bos-
ton can do even more than mitigate climate change. It represents an 
entirely new economic market in which green jobs can be created for 
the Boston community. 

According to the plan:

…We have an opportunity to create new markets, new jobs 
and new economic development  projects from discarded ma-
terials.  We can do more to divert material from disposal and 
direct material toward an active and productive second-life 
in our economy.  In doing so, we will reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, conserve natural resources, and save energy, 
while at  the same time spurring the expansion of businesses 
and jobs and reduce disposal costs for waste generators and 
municipalities…The pathway to zero waste requires a shift 
in thinking away from treating waste as waste and toward a 
more comprehensive and integrated approach that manages 
materials throughout  their lifecycles and provides appropri-
ate incentives for each of the parties involved in the produc-
tion, management, and disposal of solid waste to take their 
share of responsibility. 
(MassDEP, 2010, iv)

According to the solid waste master plan, organic waste is “every-
body’s business.”

Managing it involves residents and businesses that  generate 
waste, businesses that  operate recycling, composting and 
solid waste facilities and cities and towns that run recycling, 
composting, and solid waste programs.  Municipalities play 
an important role in determining how solid waste will be 
managed within their boundaries.  Private businesses play a 
primary role in constructing and operating recycling and 
composting facilities, transfer stations, and disposal facilities 
and determine where waste is sent  to be managed.  Figure 4 
provides a diagram of how solid waste is managed in the 
Commonwealth (MassDEP, 2010, 11).
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Solid Waste Master Plan Focus
• Dramatically increase recycling and re-use and provide 

assistance to cities and towns;

• Maintain moratorium on additional municipal solid 
waste combustion. Begin to develop new performance 
standards for existing waste-to-energy facilities that re-
quire higher recycling rates in waste collection areas, 
lower emissions of greenhouse gases and other pollut-
ants, and higher efficiency in energy recapture;

• Seize green economic opportunities to build markets, 
jobs and firms in recycling, re-use, and related waste 
management efforts;

• Increase producer responsibility to reduce waste that 
needs to be recycled or disposed of by municipalities 
and eliminate products containing toxic chemicals from 
disposal; and

• Develop integrated solid waste management systems 
that minimize the amount of material that must ulti-
mately be disposed of.  

Draft Massachusetts 2010-2020 Solid Waste Master Plan. 2010. Massachu-
setts Department of Environmental Protection, Executive Office of Energy 
and Environmental Affairs. p. iii.



On average across the US, almost 25% of 
municipal solid waste is comprised of 
food scraps and yard trimmings.  In Mas-
sachusetts this means almost 1.6 million 
tons of organic materials each year 
(MassDEP, 35). 

In 1999, The Center for Ecological Tech-
nology (CET) estimated that approxi-
mately 280,000-620,000 tons of food 
waste are generated from all sources each 
year in the greater Boston area (CET, 
1999, i). In 2005 the Boston Neighbor-
hood Recycling Coalition’s “Boston Re-
cycling Report” stated that Boston pro-
duced 572 million tons of trash each year, 
implying around 150 thousand tons of 
organic resources. (Boston Neighbor, 

2000). More recently, in 2009 a team of graduate students from Tufts 
University estimated that 573,471 tons of commercial organic wastes 
are generated in greater Boston annually (Carver et al., 2009, 77).

Though the estimates span quite a range, each of them nonetheless 
translates to huge potential for the production of compost, fertilizer 
and energy from the processing of these materials. Creating the infra-
structure for this work will contribute to both climate change mitiga-
tion and job creation. However, it is not without concern. It is impor-
tant to note that, according to the Massachusetts Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection, “Food waste diversion is currently limited in 
large part by the capacity of processing facilities and available end 
markets” (MassDEP, 2010, 35). This is not a small matter to be over-
looked.  
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Figure 10: Solid Waste Management System Material Flows.
DRAFT: Massassachusetts 2010-2020 Solid Waste Master Plan. July 1, 2010 - Pathway to Zero Waste. 

Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection, Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs. p.11

Table 2: Commercial Contributors of Organic Waste in the Greater Boston Area.
Carver, et al., 2009. “Wind and Waste - Diversifying Bostonʼs Renewable 

Energies.” Tufts University, Field Project.



The Master Plan explains that:

…a critical component of Massachusetts’s strategy to 
increase food waste diversion is to remove barriers to 
development  of increased capacity for processing 
source separated materials while ensuring that such 
facilities receive proper oversight.  MassDEP esti-
mates that reaching our goals for food waste diversion 
will require additional organics processing capacity 
sufficient to handle 250,000–300,000 tons per year of 
source separated organic materials (MassDEP, 2010, 
36).

The Master Plan sets forth the objective of a 35% food waste diversion 
from disposal by 2020, particularly from businesses and institutional 
sectors like hotels and food processors. They further express their 
commitment to supporting the infrastructural development necessary 
to meet this goal. (MassDEP, 2010, 35) Even more pertinent is their 
final action item, which calls for immediate action:

This legislative action will alleviate one of the key doubts inhibiting 
the development of organic resource processing currently - concerns 
around the steadiness of the resource stream. With this ban in place, a 
business can be assured of a steady flow of resources - as much as 
575,471 tons per year in Boston - by law. This ban further indicates 
that recycling organic materials will not be an at-will endeavor - it will 
be a mandated statewide effort that makes the creation of new infra-
structure - new jobs - inevitable. 

Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection has held a se-
ries of meetings, and has been accepting public comment on the up-
coming waste ban and the action plan they have been developing for 
next steps in this statewide effort.  The final Plan should be presented 
at the next MassDEP Organics Subcommittee meeting on April 26th. 

What’s Happening in Boston?

The Solid Waste Master Plan also voices concerns regarding air pollu-
tion, water pollution and nuisance for communities in which facilities 
to handle organic resources are located. The attention that these con-
cerns warrant cannot be underemphasized if organics repurposing is to 
become something positive for the neighborhoods most directly af-
fected.  Many communities across the greater Boston area have en-
countered deeply rooted problems with current waste management 
structures. Issues have ranged from poor worker conditions to bad 
neighborhood infrastructure to pollution infractions.  Several organiza-
tions around Boston see the 2014 Ban as an opportunity to proactively 
set a positive recycling/reuse program that can contribute to healthier 
jobs and food throughout the city (Boston Recycling Coalition Fact-
sheet).
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Waste Ban on Commercial/Institutional 
Food Waste:  

Establish a waste ban on commercial and insti-
tutional food waste by 2014 (once sufficient in-
frastructure is established)

(MassDEP, 2010, 36).



Two organizations in particular, the Boston Recycling Coalition and 
Massachusetts Community Occupational Safety and Health (Mass-
COSH), have seen this future organic waste ban as an opportunity not 
only to benefit the environment, but to also raise job standards in the 
waste management industry in Boston. Cocella, the largest waste man-
agement company in the Greater Boston area, has historically provided 
unhealthy jobs in the form of low pay and dangerous conditions for 
their workers. Cocella can get away with providing such unhealthy 
jobs because it is exempt from Boston’s Living Wage Ordinance by 
which most companies in the city have to abide (Pepali, Alex, personal 
communication, March 21, 2012).

The Boston Recycling Coalition aims to address unjust labor standards 
by helping to expand a strong recycling industry. BRC aims to achieve 
this by bringing together local and national environmental, labor and 

community organizations. Their central values are respect for the envi-
ronment, industry workers and the needs of Boston’s communities. 
Similarly, MassCOSH is an Eastern Massachusetts-based organization 
that brings together workers and allied organizations to collaborate and 
advocate for healthy jobs and healthy communities.  
Boston’s history suggests that there will be challenges in the way of 
improving recycling and creating an organics repurposing center in the 
city, particularly when it comes to labor and environmental justice. 
Thus, creating a different kind of company – one built for and by the 
community - will be at the heart of a successful organic waste man-
agement system. 

The Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative and New Ecology Inc. un-
dertook an extensive research and recommendations project to investi-
gate potential solutions to problems created by Boston’s waste man-
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CASE STUDY: DSNI and BEST
For over 15 years, the Dudley Street neighborhood has been home to a variety of solid waste related operations, legal and il-
legal. While the legal operations provide jobs and the important service of managing a large amount of the cityʼs solid waste 
disposal, neighboring residents and businesses have been faced with the negative impacts of solid waste operations, in their 
front and back yards. Due to neighborhood organizing through Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) and Alternatives 
for Community and Environment (ACE), some illegal operations have been closed down, while others have begun to be up-
graded to meet City and State regulations and codes. 

The City, under leadership from Mayor Menino, established “BEST,” the Boston Environmental Strike Team, which is made up 
of multiple government agencies focused on preventing and enforcing environmental violations in the city. BEST represents 
the Cityʼs effort to forge partnerships between City and State Agencies and community based organizations to work together to 
improve environmental conditions in the City. BEST has proven itself successful in many cases, but despite neighborhood and 
City efforts, the problems from the solid waste operations persist and create unpleasant living and working conditions for the 
neighbors. The Solid Waste Task Force (SWTF) is building on the Mayorʼs support for the partnership model to make addi-
tional progress on minimizing adverse impacts of these legal facilities and eliminating the illegal activities or bringing them up 
to code.”  (DSNI, 2001, 1)



agement facilities. After performing an existing conditions assessment 
and researching best practices, they came up with the following rec-
ommendations for best practices implementation:

1. Establish and maintain positive relationships 
and coordinate activities with communities 
neighboring the facility; 

2. Implement  a carefully researched design strat-
egy based on current and future waste capacity 
needs; 

3. Establish and maintain common sense operat-
ing procedures, such as general “good house-
keeping” and moving materials quickly through 
the station, i.e. minimize storage of waste on 
site for extended period; 

4. Rigorous monitoring and maintenance of facility 
systems to ensure they are functioning correctly.

(Solid Waste Task Force Strategic Plan, Dudley Street Neigh-
borhood Initiative, Boston, MA 5-18-2001. p4)

What is organics repurposing? What 
does the process look like?

As mentioned, organic repurposing is the process 
of separating organic resources (food scraps, lawn 
clippings, plant debris, etc.) out of the waste stream 
and processing it separately so it can be broken 
down and cycled back into the food system. It ex-
ists in cities all over the country but is a system 
currently lacking in Boston. Organics repurposing 
means that citizens and commercial businesses will 
have not only a black bin for garbage and a blue 
bin for recycling, but also a green bin for organic 
garbage. In many cities the organic resource is then 
taken to a large facility in a neighboring rural area, 

and processed into compost. Organic debris is thus kept out of the 
landfill and is prepared for re-use. This process promotes both envi-

ronmental sustainability (in that it cleans up our 
landfills and recycles our waste) and financial sus-
tainability (in that it creates jobs, lessens the cost of 
waste disposal for commercial entities, thereby 
providing a constant and renewable source of us-
able material – a sellable product).

Commercial-scale composting usually involves lots 
of space (tens of acres), time, and large piles of or-
ganic materials that are turned using tractors and 

monitored carefully to prevent odor, dust and animal 
activity. The process of turning organic resources 
into usable product can take more than 13 weeks in 
aerobic composting. The compost is then made 
available for purchase by local farms, vineyards and 
gardeners (J. Caruso, Personal Communication, 
April 12, 2012). There is another process called 
anaerobic digestion that entails a slightly different 
process than composting, and has potential for ur-
ban job creation and closing the loop in a local 
food system in a clean and environmentally sus-
tainable way.  

Anaerobic digestion is a popular process in both 
Europe and many developing countries, is taking 
off in Canada, and is just catching on in the United 
States. Unlike composting (an aerobic process - 
one with oxygen) anaerobic digestion takes place 
in a completely enclosed vessel without the pres-
ence of oxygen.  In this system organic materials 
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Municipal Waste Water Anaerobic Digesters 
at Deer Island in Boston Harbor.
Image: 
http://www.mwra.com/harbor/html/bhrecov.
htm

UKʼs largest Anaerobic Digestion Facility, 
located in Staffordshire, England. Devel-
oped by private company Biffa.
Image: 
http://www.biomassenergy.gr/en/articles/n
ews/c100-biogas/229-uk-039-s-largest-anae
robic-digestion-food-waste-facility-opened
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go through a multi-stage process to turn them from ‘waste’ to useable 
agricultural inputs. Put very simply curbside organic material is picked 
up by drivers and brought to the anaerobic digestion facility. Facility 
operators then perform a series of homogenization and purification 
steps, ultimately putting the waste into the digester.  Depending pri-
marily on the composition of the material, the process of digestion 
usually takes between two and three weeks (Harvest, 2011, Anaerobic 
Digestion). Finally, the di-
gested material is usually de-
hydrated and the water is cy-
cled back through the system 
to be used with the next 
round of material inputs. 

At the end of this process the 
organic resources that went 
into the digester have been 
repurposed into two new, us-
able outputs. The first is en-
ergy. In aerobic composting, 
the gases released from the 
process escape into the at-
mosphere, in the form of 
harmful greenhouse gases 
(primarily methane). In an-
aerobic digestion on the other 
hand, methane is captured in 
a vessel and burned to pro-
duce electricity. This electric-
ity can be used both to power 
the facility itself, and once 
the infrastructure is in place, 

the remaining methane can be sold back into the grid to provide energy  
for the community. According to Harvest Power, a renewable energy 
company in Massachusetts, “anaerobic digestion can generate 200 
kilowatt hours of electricity per tonne of organic materials” (Harvest, 
2011, Capabilities).

The second output of anaerobic digestion is fertilizer.  The organiza-
tion Sustainable Sanitation and Water Management explains, “nutri-
ents remain in the sludge, which can be composted and used as soil 
amendment in agriculture. Liquid effluents are either treated and re-
jected, or reused in fertigation” (Spulher, 2012). Fertigation is the 
process in which the liquid output is used as a liquid fertilizer for irri-
gation (Spulher, 2012). Conversely, the material can go through a de-
hydrating process. The dry material that results is an excellent soil 
amendment for farmers and gardeners. Usually, this material is either-
dehydrated into pellets or goes through a further 3-4 week composting 
process (CDM Smith, 2012, 1-3). 
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Organic materials are made 
up of all the things that 
plants need to grow - min-
eral nutrients like nitrogen 
and phosphorus. Anaerobic 
digestion uses special mi-
crobes that thrive without 
oxygen to change what 
were once apple cores, 
grass clippings and egg-
shells back into forms of ni-
trogen and microscopic crit-
ters called microbesphos-
phorus that plants need to 
grow. At the same time the 
microbes release methane 
gas that can be captured 
and used for energy. This 
same thing happens in na-
ture all the time - things 
crumble away, decompose 
and turn back into soil. An-
aerob ic d iges t ion jus t 
speeds up the process!

Figure 11: Anaerobic Digestion Flow Schematic
Final Report - Fatal Flaw Analysis of an Anaerobic Digester Facility at Hamilton 
Landfill Site. Town of Hamilton, Massachusetts. April 2012. CDM Smith. p.1-3



Molly Bales of Harvest Power, a Waltham-based clean-tech startup 
working with anaerobic digesters explains the basic ins and outs of 
anaerobic digestion. She says, “We are basically creating a facility 
where bacteria happily feeds on waste and produces lots of useful bio-
products. This closes that carbon cycle loop instead of throwing some-
thing away.” She goes on to explain that “Worries about a bad odor is 
one of the biggest concerns people have around organic waste man-
agement. This is a logical train of thought: if you keep food waste in a 
trash can, it starts to smell after a while. In reality, the beauty of an an-
aerobic facility is that the process is completely controlled, because we 
want to harness the gas” (Keene, 2012). 

In other words, because the system is anaerobic, there is no oxygen 
involved – that means the system is enclosed so smelly gases do not 
escape. Instead, the gases emitted by the organic materials (as they are 
digested by microbes and collected through an internal system), pro-
vide a renewable source of energy that can run the whole process. 
When these organic materials are left in the regular waste cycle and 
dumped into landfills, they release large amounts of Methane gas into 
the atmosphere – Methane gas has been discovered to be far worse 
with regards to climate change than carbon dioxide. This means that 
anaerobic digestion is a productive way to lower the carbon footprint 
of waste management.
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Large-Scale Wet Digestion of Municipal Organic Waste
Digester and gas storage at the Rayong Municipality Cogeneration plant, Thailand. 

Source: (Mueller, 2007)
“In Thailand, the development of alternative energy sources is critical, as the government has set 2011 as the target date 
for 8% of the nationʼs total energy reduction (Mueller, 2007). This has given large rise to various large-scale biogas pro-
jects. The Rayong Municipality has constructed a wet fed-batch high-solids plant for the treatment of the organic fraction 
of the municipal solid waste. The plant is comprised of two systems; a process that converts waste to biogas and fertiliser, 
and a biogas-fired cogeneration process (CHP). Additional to the organic solid waste from the municipality, the Rayong 
plant uses food, vegetables and fruit wastes and night soil as waste materials. The plant has a capacity to handle 60 tons 
of waste per day turning out into an output of 5800 tons organic fertiliser and electricity of about 5 million kWh.  

(Mueller, 2007)
Susatainable Santitation and Water Management. “Anaerobic Digestion (Organic Waste) 
http://www.sswm.info/category/implementation-tools/wastewater-treatment/hardware/solid-waste/anaerobic-digestion-organic- 

Would it be smelly or dangerous? Would it impose on the community?
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How is it connected to the community food system, and 
the community of Roxbury in general? Does it fit into the 
Roxbury Master Plan?

Without knowing much about food and agriculture, it is easy to forget 
that food is not just something that you pick up at the market. Food is 
something that is grown by someone; it is something that happens both 
in the earth and a piece of the earth. Every single thing that is pulled 
from the ground takes something from it – minerals, nutrients, water, 
and soil health.  In order for this system to sustain itself, it means that 
for everything that is taken from the earth, something must be added 
back.  This is why simply throwing away the organic resources we 
produce in our communities is a needlessly wasteful act. Each bit of 
organic matter can be put back into the earth, to continue the genera-

tion of food for the future. In that way, our waste is as much a part of 
our food system as each other component. In fact, it is one of the most 
important parts. Creating the infrastructure and facilities to process 
organic waste into either organic fertilizer or compost, is a cornerstone 
of a sustainable food system.  It will not only produce jobs, but it will 
secure the future of food.

The neighborhood of Roxbury is on the cutting edge of sustainable 
urban food systems. Organizations like The Food Project, the Dudley 
Street Neighborhood Initiative and Alternatives for Community and 
Environment are engaging the community with urban food system in-
novations every day. From the commercial greenhouse both producing 
food for sale and providing a venue for hands-on learning and job 
training, to ACE’s Grow or Die campaign, to new projects funding 
raised bed gardening for residents at DSNI, local food production is 
hitting its stride. Urban waste management and the benefits of cost-
effective fertilizer for community residents and agricultural ventures 
could help close the loop in urban food production.  Without healthy 
ground, healthy food cannot be grown. Creating organic fertilizer right 
in the community, in an environmentally sound and socially just man-
ner could provide access to crucial inputs for agricultural and backyard 
gardening innovation.

Because the creation of an organic waste system in Boston is a brand 
new job market, and because the nuts and bolts of the structure are not 
in place yet, any community – and perhaps several - in Boston can 
poise itself to take advantage of this situation.  One pertinent question 
is whether or not a business such as an anaerobic digestion facility for 
processing organic food and yard waste fits the goals of the commu-
nity. Undesirable job creation hardly fosters community economic de-
velopment.  There are several aspects of the Roxbury Strategic Master 
Plan (RSMP) that indicate the community might be interested in inves-
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“Decomposition of organic waste like food scraps (or 
animal manure) produces methane and CO2, which is 
then simply released into the atmosphere. Landfill is a 
major source of human-related methane in the United 
States, accounting for more than 20 percent of all meth-
ane emissions. A molecule of methane has approxi-
mately 21 times the warming potential of a molecule of 
CO2, so by capturing and burning the methane, you re-
duce your effective contribution to Global Warming 
twenty fold!”

http://groundtoground.org/2011/07/17/anaerobic-digestion-an-alternative
-to-composting/
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tigating this opportunity.  

The overall goals described in the RSMP state that the community ad-
vocates for the following:

    

Emerging Industries: Encourage emerging indus-
tries to locate in Roxbury and utilize the human capi-
tal of Roxbury residents while establishing relation-
ships with existing businesses in the community that 
build on Roxbury’s strategic locational and institu-
tional advantages.

Support local commercial centers: Coordinate with 
existing community development organizations and 
residents in the area on the development of new busi-
nesses as well as the growth and expansion of exist-
ing businesses.

Sustainable Development The Roxbury community 
places a high priority on the realization of sustainable 
development and economic opportunities that can 
weather future economic cycles (RSMP, 2004, 31).

Capitalizing on Massachusetts requirements for implementing a new 
organic waste management industry speaks to the communities desire 

to make Roxbury the hub for innovation. Such a business, as envi-
sioned, could be locally owned in a cooperative structure. This indi-
cates not just job creation, but the generation of wealth that stays better 
rooted in the community through spending by the workers as well as 
the decisions made regarding the investment of surplus the business 
generates (Loh, Penn, Personal Communication, April 9, 2012). An 
organic waste management business could build on relationships with 
the current waste management companies functioning in Boston. Be-
cause there are current waste transfer facilities located in the Newmar-
ket area of the city, establishing these relationships and exploring the 
potential for collaborative waste collection contracting could be one 
strategy.  

The relationship between the facility and the community could be fur-
ther developed through direct partnerships between the company prod-
ucts (specifically, the fertilizer produced) and both residents and com-
munity organizations. The provision of organic fertilizer for urban gar-
deners, school gardens, community gardens, commercial urban farms, 
and other farming entities is something that could be built in to the 
business plan of the company itself, thus making it an anchor institu-
tion in the community.  

Because organic waste is a never-ending raw material, the longevity of 
such a business is inherent.  Also, because such a business could gain 
revenue through several avenues – direct contracts with the city, sales 
of fertilizer, and sales of generated energy – its stability is ensured as 
well. It is in these ways (stability, longevity, good jobs, sustainability, 
local food systems development) that the values of the Solidarity 
Economy (Chapter 4), can be directly and explicitly fostered. 
In the RSMP, the community also shows interest in the economic im-
pacts of development in the center text box.
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These goals speak directly to the community’s inter-
est in creating economic development in the context 
of being situated in the heart of the greater Boston 
area. By locating public facilities that can serve this 
larger community in Roxbury, the neighborhood be-
comes inextricably linked to the greater community.

In the end, whether taking hold of this economic op-
portunity is a good choice for Roxbury is ultimately 
up to the community itself.  By building such a busi-
ness from within, the community can be assured of 
good, healthy jobs and extensive decision-making 
power.  Whether the desire exists for such an en-
deavor will create the potential for its success.

What kind of jobs will be created? How 
many, what kind and what salaries?

As previously mentioned, Boston currently has no 
streamlined organic waste management system, and 
incorporating municipal anaerobic digestion is an 
innovative concept in the United States. We there-
fore do not have many examples to look to, in de-
termining the job creation supported by a new or-
ganics repurposing program. Because this is truly a 
new job market of which a community ahead of the 
curve can take advantage of, seemingly there is great 
potential. Furthermore, because the infrastructure 
around such a system could potentially be somewhat 
extensive, the diversity of jobs and the levels of ex-
perience, education and skill are expansive.  In short, 
this could mean job creation across all socio-

economic classes of the community. Some examples 
of potential jobs for the organics repurposing facility 
are manufacturing, construction, trucking, mechanics, 
human resources, management, processing, sales, 
marketing and more. 

The number of jobs within the company depends 
largely on how big and how many facilities there are 
and whether the company contracts with current 
trucking companies and other facets of the infrastruc-
ture, or vertically integrates different aspects of the 
work. Separating out organic resources from the tra-
ditional waste stream may affect scheduling of waste 
pickup (trash may be picked up once every two 
weeks, where organic resources may be picked up 
every week). This has the potential to mean a shifting 
and restructuring of jobs, rather than extensive new 
job creation - in this scenario, if organics repurposing 
is woven into the companies already doing waste 
management and recycling, job creation could mean 
an overall growth of just 10% within-company 
(Henderson, 2012). On the other hand, this could look 
very different were a new company to be developed. 
Therefore, there are several factors at work determin-
ing how the job market may shift and grow. 

In general, at the anaerobic digester plants them-
selves, there is not a high volume of job creation - 
depending on the size of the facility, around 35 jobs 
may be contained on-site (R. Danesh, Personal 
Communication, April 16, 2012). However, there 
may be significant job creation in construction, 
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Location of Public Facilities: 
The community has also 
emphasized the importance 
of public facilities  as an im-
portant catalyst to economic 
development. Public facili-
ties must be located in areas 
that can catalyze job training 
and economic development 
opportunities.

Connections to Jobs And 
Economic Opportunities: 
The economic health of the 
Roxbury community and the 
region are inextricably 
linked. While the Crosstown 
Corridor has a number of 
developable sites  that have 
the potential to attract job-
generating uses, developing 
the Crosstown Corridor 
alone will not be sufficient to 
provide all of the commu-
nity’s needs… Plans for the 
future of the neighborhood 
must also relate to metro-
politan and regional em-
ployment opportunities 

(RSMP, 2004, 38).



pickup/delivery, and transfer (Zeppieri, Irene, Personal Communica-
tion, April 16, 2012). What’s more, various components of such a 
company may necessarily contract out to other cooperatives to do spe-
cialized work (for instance, collaborating with the Freedom Machines 
Cooperative in the building of the digesters themselves), thereby feed-
ing into networked cooperative job creation. In other words, it is perti-
nent to look at not just site-based job creation, but also to consider the 
ripple effects of systematic job creation building a cooperative could 
foster. Not only that, but because the model at hand is one of coopera-
tive, worker-ownership, the nature of those jobs, the security of those 
jobs, and the benefits of those jobs could be exponentially better than 
jobs created as a function of “business-as-usual.” To that end, the 
structure of the cooperatively owned business as decided by the com-
munity that builds it will have absolute decision-making power.

What could this cooperative business look like?

There are many different cooperative business models to explore. We 
will walk through one potential scenario through the lens of the Six 
Economic Factors discussed in chapter 4, described in terms of the 
Solidarity Economy. Keep in mind that this is just one possible sce-
nario meant to spark engagement amongst residents. Ultimately, com-
munities can use these six economic factors and the Solidarity Econ-
omy lens to determine what they value most in a business they create. 

While it is essential for the community to ultimately decide on the 
business structure of an organics repurposing cooperative (ORC), it is 
also essential to stay ahead of policy trends, develop the foundations 
for future development, and start creating good jobs as soon as possi-
ble.  Additionally, starting any small business is an expensive process 
loaded with hurdles.  Therefore, to ensure community control while 
utilizing expertise and available investment capital, one option to ex-

plore is the initial forming and funding of the ORC by community or-
ganizations such as ACE or DSNI, as well as relevant community eco-
nomic and development groups.  This could expedite the business 
formation process, while giving enough time for worker skills and 
ownership training.

Once this skilled workforce is in place, the community groups could 
relinquish the majority of control to the workers, while maintaining 
some voice in decision-making processes as major investors or board 
members.  When this happens depends on the capacity and desires of 
the workers themselves - likely within the first 2-3 years of financial 
stability.  Since we’ve seen examples of various cooperative models 
around the world, let’s apply those lessons and see what an ORC might 
look like according to the 6 economic factors.

1. Ownership: As with all cooperatives, the ORC would be owned by 
its shareholders, its members.  The challenge is in defining member-
ship.  If this co-op is launched by community groups who may main-
tain votes in decision-making, this business model can be called a hy-
brid community- and worker-owned cooperative. Ownership comes 
from financial investments in the form of buying shares. Shares, whose 
values are determined after a detailed feasibility study, can be pur-
chased outright by worker-owners at the beginning of employment. 
This is usually structured by the co-op taking a small percentage of 
wages over time, or by taking out an initial loan from a Cooperative 
Development fund that can be paid back through garnishing a small 
percentage of wages over time. 

2. Division of Labor: Cooperatives detail how labor will be divided in 
their by-laws, which are written by the board of directors elected from 
within the cooperative’s members, and then voted on by all members. 
 Many models for dividing labor exist, including rotating tasks, elect-
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ing management, task-sharing, and directly hiring for different posi-
tions.  However, regardless of position, all employees are on an equal 
standing regarding ownership. One option that may be suitable for an 
ORC is division between management and labor. Hiring by position in 
order to include as much expertise as exists in the community may be 
logical as well. In this structure, managers are elected by popular vote 
and are held accountable for their actions through regular elections and 
cooperative meetings, (discussed in more detail below).  Initially, 
management will likely come from community groups. However, 
deeply embedded in the cooperative structure are components of ongo-
ing education and training so that worker-owners have mobility, the 
culture of democracy and self-management are embedded.

3. Remuneration: Compensation for labor is a tricky conversation. 
 How are wages set? What kinds of benefits are offered?  What about 
non-paid services for employees? Again, these decisions are ultimately 
made by the workers themselves, but we can address some aspects 
here.  Different jobs require different skills, training, time require-
ments, and risks.  An organics collector is far more likely to get injured 
on the job than an accountant, but that accountant has training and 
skills that the collector might not.  How should these two very differ-
ent jobs be valued through wages?  A common element in many coop-
erative remuneration structures is a set wage ratio. As described in 
chapter 4 wage ratios should not exceed 5:1, such that the highest paid 
worker-owner receives no more than 5 times the wage of the lowest 
paid worker-owner.  

Wages are determined by position with management at the highest 
point, but management is elected by and accountable to the worker-
owners to prevent any potential misuse of funds. What about the initial 
investment by the worker-owners? 

These investments have been pooled into both operational funds and 
the cooperative development fund, which invests in new cooperative 
and community enterprises, building assets like a standard bank, but 
keeping the funds generated within the network.  Investments, then, 
grow inside the fund, which can loan money to workers and act as a 
retirement account, building individual assets through the initial in-
vestment and any additional shares purchased until that worker-owner 
gives up their position and withdraws from the cooperative as worker 
and owner.

4. Decision Making: Cooperatives function according to a democratic 
decision-making criteria: one member, one vote.  Again, the question 
arises around who is considered a member.  As we saw earlier, coop-
eratives around the world engage in a number of decision making 
structures based on their individual contexts.  One proposed context is 
that of community-ownership transitioning to worker-ownership for 
each individual coop, which can then work together in a network.  Ul-
timately, the worker-owners will determine their relation to the net-
work, and how the network will be governed, but at this point we can 
highlight some important decision-making factors for the ORC.  

One member, one vote is complicated when a majority of ownership 
will initially rest with a set of community organizations, not the work-
ers themselves.  Therefore, until the cooperative demonstrates finan-
cial sustainability and a sizable enough workforce, the community or-
ganizations must retain some amount of control.  

Until the switch to worker-ownership takes place and the worker-
owners have elected a board of directors, the community organizations 
will act as such, according to general principles to be determined upon 
incorporation. Once the business is a stable enterprise and ownership 
has transitioned away from the community groups, worker-owners can 
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meet in regular General Assemblies to decide on operating details, 
contracts, management and board of directors’ elections, impeach-
ments or alternatives, rules and by-laws, budgets, investments, and any 
other key component of running a business. These general assemblies 
are places to air grievances, offer suggestions, and be a space for 
democratically participating in the operations of their business.  

After transitioning to worker-ownership, the community groups can 
maintain a speaking role within the cooperative to help reflect broader 
community concerns, but will not have a vote.  When you are a 
worker-owner you essentially work for yourself, but are accountable to 
your community of owners.  This breeds a desire for high quality op-
erations, customer satisfaction, and collective benefits, all of which 
contribute to the successful growth of the business to a comfortable 
scale.  Most importantly, though, this cooperative model provides a 
space wherein each worker has direct say in making decisions that will 
impact them, democratizing power throughout the business.

5. Guiding Values: Cooperatives generally adhere to the ICA Princi-
ples of Cooperative Identity: voluntary and open membership, demo-
cratic member control, member contribution to capital, autonomy and 
independence, education of members and public in cooperative princi-
ples, cooperation between cooperatives, and concern for community. 
However, since we believe that cooperative networks have great trans-
formative potential, and can greatly help in rooting wealth in the 
community, we feel it is worth considering a cooperative model that 
adheres to the principles of the Solidarity Economy. However, the 
worker-owners and community must ultimately decide their own guid-
ing values.  

6. Sustainability: The hypothetical ORC is inherently rooted in a 
systems-based approach to ecological sustainability.  A truly closed-

loop, sustainable ecosystem has no waste, everything generated is in-
corporated back into the system.  In our case, the ORC generates reve-
nue by identifying a useful product in the waste stream - organic mate-
rial - and finds a viable economic use for it.  This effectively removes 
a significant percentage of our municipal solid waste from landfills 
and incinerators and instead uses it not only to generate a profit, but 
also to expand awareness of sustainable practices and concepts.  

The anaerobic digestion system is a closed energy loop, generating at 
least enough energy from the processing of organics into fertilizer to 
power the facility itself, and can eventually provide power to the 
community either through the electricity grid or through direct trans-
mission.  The ORC reduces the amount of municipal waste going to 
landfills and reduces the carbon footprint of collection and storage, all 
while providing a means to enhance soil to grow more food that in turn 
feeds back into the facility’s operations. Moreover, the upcoming 
statewide ban on commercial organic waste provides a consistent mar-
ket for the cooperative, enhancing economic sustainability as well.
    
Within this framework (which is one that defines both the quality of 
the work place, and the quality of the jobs themselves) the jobs created 
will be decided in part by the nature of the work itself. Jobs will in-
clude positions within the realms of human resources, trucking, man-
agement, mechanics, technicians, retail, communications and customer 
service.  The importance of creating healthy jobs and an environment 
that enables growth and the potential for advancement are vital to the 
integrity of a sustainable business model. The workers are at the heart 
of the operation, and their relationship to their work will define the 
economic success of that business.

Where would a facility be located?
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Anaerobic digestion is a cleaner and more aesthetically pleasing means 
of converting organic resources into usable products than other dis-
posal methods. In addition, in their Solid Waste Management Master 
Plan the City of Boston has dedicated language towards ensuring 
stringent guidelines regarding the nature of waste management facili-
ties. Nevertheless, ensuring that there are absolutely no environmental 
justice infringements is paramount for the success of creating such a 
business and ensuring that it is truly something that benefits the com-
munity, rather than burdens it.  For instance, no matter how unobtru-
sive, a repurposing facility should never be uncomfortably close to 
residences or commercial centers. It should impose no new burden re-
lating to traffic or noise, and no new visual obstructions damaging the 
cultural aesthetic of an area. 

In talking with community leaders and through explorations of the 
Roxbury neighborhood, the potential of the Newmarket area to host 
such a facility is intriguing. Newmarket is home to many potentially 
underutilized sites.  The area is already considered light industrial, and 
two waste transfer facilities already inhabit the environs. This means 
that no new area will be subject to new and unnecessary traffic conges-
tion, noise, or aesthetic obstructions. The area is also part of a collabo-
rative project between the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA), 
Meister Consultants Group (MCG), city and state policymakers, and 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), through their Sustainable 
Skylines Initiative (SSI). The goal of this project is to “launch the 
business district as the national model for eco-industrial zone devel-
opment and identify cost-effective strategies in the following areas of 
Building Energy Efficiency, District-Scale Waste to Energy, and Ad-
vanced Transportation Infrastructure,” aiming to “develop Newmarket 
as a “laboratory” to pilot clean-tech projects and programs...” (BRA, 
2011) Knowing there is buy-in from the municipal, state and federal 

authorities is promising - but these groups will potentially not be look-
ing at building infrastructure from the ground up, for and by the com-
munity. It therefore seems necessary to collaborate with and/or get out 
in front of these interests.

Another point of interest, the potential aesthetics of anaerobic digesters 
is such that though industrial, they could likely be considered an im-
provement to the Newmarket landscape. This company will be created 
for and by the community, using the cylindrical facades for community 
art projects like others in Roxbury, may be something to improve the 
aesthetics, engage youth in organics repurposing education and foster a 
greater sense of ownership in the community.  

Finally, Newmarket is at the heart of an area with many large genera-
tors of organic waste. “The wholesale produce and meat distribution 
facilities in Newmarket collectively produce over 27,000 tons of or-
ganic waste, which is presently trucked off-site by waste hauling com-
panies, and would provide enough feedstock for a district based an-
aerobic digester facility.” (BRA,	  N/D) This makes the location suitable 
for a smaller scale pilot project that could be neighborhood specific, 
rather than assuming that the infrastructure for all of Boston commer-
cial organic resources to be processed will be up and running within 
the next two years. Additionally, this may make more sense depending 
on the size of available lots in Newmarket. 
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Figure 12: Rendering of Organics Repurposing Center at Newmarket (Submitted by Earthos Design Team)

Figure 12: Rendering of an Organics Repurposing Center at Newmarket
The above rendering represents what an ORC could look like in the Newmarket area. The community art project imposed on the 
digesters themselves depicts that he facility can not only function as a diverse job creator, but also as a space for community 
building, education and outreach. The ORC also has potential to beautify the Newmarket area, easing the industrial zoneʼs rela-
tionship with its neighbors, the Roxbury community.

“BEFORE”



Anaerobic digesters require much less space than a traditional com-
posting facility would require. The size of the land required varies de-
pending on how many tons of material will be processed at the site, 
therefore determining how large the digester itself will be. This would 
depend on whether the municipality decided it best to streamline the 
organic waste system through one facility, or through several more lo-
calized facilities. Furthermore, locating a facility just outside the city 
or neighborhood where there might be even more space is something 
the community may prefer. That way, community members could have 
access to the site for job convenience, but the facility will not add to 
the industrial landscape of their neighborhood. Depending on what 
kind of job creation a future feasibility study indicates, the urban cen-
ter may or may not be the best suited for such a company.

Currently, Toronto, Ontario is the only municipality in North America 
with an active anaerobic digestion infrastructure for processing organic 
resources.  Their facility processes between 30 and 40 thousand tons of 
organic materials each year and is situated on less than 2.4 acres 
(Danesh, April 16 and Van Opstal). Other sources have also indicated a 
2 acre minimum for a digestion system large enough to be profitable 
(CDM Smith, 3-5). 40 thousand tons represents only a fraction of the 
overall organic resources produced in Boston each year. Again, this 
might support the idea of developing Newmarket as a pilot facility, or 
one of several in a network, rather than assuming the entire infrastruc-
ture could be located in this neighborhood.
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Newmarket is by no means the only option for such a facility

Figure 13 depicts the actual layout of Torontoʼs anaerobic digestion facility, which processes between 30-40 thousands tons 
of organic materials each year.  Figure 14 places that layout into the Newmarket district. This illustrates that the size and na-
ture of the facilities are consistent with the surrounding infrastructure in Newmarket.

Figure 13: Toronto facility with labels. (Submitted by Earthos Design Team). Figure 14: Toronto facility - Newmarket Overlay (Submitted by Earthos Design Team)



Costs and Funding

One way to assess the financial scenario of an rela-
tively unprecedented project like urban organics repur-
posing through anaerobic digestion is to try and find 
similar projects through which we can project antici-
pated costs.  The town of Hamilton, Massachusetts is 
currently considering a similar program for their or-
ganic resource stream. They contracted a feasibility 
analysis that details the proposed system, and their cost 

analysis can be relevant to understanding such a pro-
gram.  It is important to note that their figures incorpo-
rate the hauling of digestate offsite for “disposal,” 
which is a significant cost to the operation. This plan is 
therefore not entirely analogous to a closed-loop sys-
tem in which digestate is a source of revenue through 
sales of organic fertilizer. Therefore, the profits of such 
a facility may be underestimated. 
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The KOMPOGAS Compact
KOMPOGAS  is a high-solid thermophilic dry digestion process developed in Switzerland (see also anaerobic treatment of waste 
and wastewaters). It is a compact plant consisting of a horizontal functioning as plug-flow  reactor (PFR). The reactors are fed 
regularly, mostly every day. Most of the feedstock for KOMPOGAS plants comes from municipalities that support source-
separated collection of organic wastes or from the food industry. Before the waste is filled into the reactor, ferrous and plastic 
materials are removed, it is mixed, and it is sent through a grinder (Ostrem, 2004). Slowly rotating intermittent propellers push 
the waste through the digester, having also the effect of homogenising and degasing the pulp and of keeping heavier particles in 
suspension (Ostrem, 2004). The retention time is of approximately 20 days (MES et al. 2003). 

The digested material is then dewatered; some of the press water is being recirculated to the reactor to provide an inoculum and 
to maintain optimal moisture conditions. The excess liquid is sold as liquid fertiliser. The solid fraction is composted (3 to 4 
weeks) and sold as soil amendment. The produced biogas is generally transformed in a CHP unit providing 100 % of the facility 
needs as well as additional electricity for sale. In some cases, the biogas is upgraded to natural gas standards for use in vehi-
cles or input to the natural gas network (Ostrem, 2004). Due to the mechanical requirements of the system, the size of the reac-
tors is limited. To enhance capacity an additional reactors need to be installed in parallel (Ostrem, 2004).
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Other Examples:
Toronto, Ontario, Canada - http://www.toronto.ca/garbage/index.htm 

Sources of Revenue

- City Contracts
- Fertilizer Sales 
- Energy Sales
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The consulting firm CDM Smith explains that:

The initial phase of this analysis was conducted for a 100 and 200 
tpd facility (5 days per week waste acceptance operation). Because 
there are no baseline facilities for comparison in New England, 
CDM Smith made general assumptions about the costs based on 
current market  conditions and preliminary vendor information. 
CDM Smith then assessed the Present  Value of each alternative. 
The 15-year Present Value for the 100 and 200 tpd facility was ap-
proximately $2.2 and $12.2 million, respectively. Note that these 
estimates do not include the various tax incentives that would be 
available for a private firm developing this type of facility. 
(CDM Smith, 2012, ES-3).

They further explain that: 

As part  of the effort  to evaluate the potential for the development 
of an anaerobic digester facility at  the Hamilton Landfill, CDM 
Smith undertook an effort to evaluate and compare the costs to 
permit, construct and design the facility; operate it  by accepting 
source separated organic wastes for a disposal tipping fee; generate 
electricity for sale back into the grid; and dispose of the digestate 
residual off-site. The intent  of this analysis was to assess whether a 
facility could be financially viable at the site 
(CDM Smith, 2012, 4-1).

Again, this cost-revenue analysis does not factor in the sales of the di-
gestate as an integral product coming out of the system, which could 
ultimately change the profitability tremendously. 
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The following three charts outline CDM Smith’s cost-revenue analy-
sis, providing us with some insight into the development pocess.

Tables 3-5: CDM Smith Summary Cost-Revenue Analyis.
Source: CDM Smith. 2012. “Fatal Flaw Analysis for Development of an anaerobic Digester 
facility at Hamilton Landfill Site.” Feasibility Study. Town of Hamilton Massachusetts. 
Internal Document. P. 4-2



Further, CDM chose to maintain a very low cost for the sale of elec-
tricity as the infrastructure is not currently in place for ‘net-metering’ 
energy from AD into the city’s electric system like it is with wind and 
solar energy (CDM Smith, 2012, 4-2). Nevertheless, finding that there 
is a profit margin to such a program supports the use of AD for urban 
organics repurposing. 

According to the feasibility analysis, the assumed capital costs 
are quite variable, depending on the technology selected for the 
facility, and the amount of organic resources for which the fa-
cility had capacity. For a facility processing 100 tons of organic 
material per year, the capital cost is estimated around $5 mil-
lion. This facility would have net returns averaging $150,000 
per year. For a facility processing 200 tons of material, the 
capital cost is estimated at $8 million. The net returns in this 
system jump to $800,000 per year.  Once again, these returns 
not only don’t include profits from fertilizer sales, but instead 
incorporate costs of hauling for digestate “disposal.” The num-
bers therefore imply the system would have an overall net gain, 
but potentially underestimate what that gain may be. 

Currently, the financial incentives to invest in anaerobic diges-
tion technology are growing. Municipal, state and federal legis-
lation provide incentives for sustainable energy development, 
and an anaerobic digestion facility is easily slated to receive 
such funding. There are a variety of technical and financial as-
sistance programs in Massachusetts to help encourage clean 
energy production and organics management facilities. These 
programs include assistance in every stage of project develop-
ment - site assessment, feasibility studies, design assistance, 
construction, production incentives, project review etc. Spe-
cific examples include the Green Communities Act, the Sus-

tainable Materials Recovery Program, Renewable Energy Cer-
tificates, federal tax incentive programs and the Organics to 
Energy program at the Massachusetts Clean Energy Center.  

What are some examples of organics repurposing facili-
ties we can look to?

Anaerobic digestion as a means of municipal waste management is not 
a model that is easy to find in the United States to date. In general, an-
aerobic digestion is much more popular in Europe and increasingly in 
Canada. Currently, most of the anaerobic digestion in America takes 
place on large-scale industrial farms looking to mitigate the environ-
mental destruction of vast animal-based pollution.  There are, however, 
examples we can look to, both success stories and projects just getting 
off the ground. 
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Chapter 10: 
Final Thoughts and Considerations

Considering that this document provided a great breadth of informa-
tion and touched on both wide spread and progressive ideologies, let 
us take a moment to reflect on a few of the main conclusions, or 
takeaways as identified in each of the three sections:

Section One: 
Understanding the Dominant Economic Model: 
Through the use of stories, factual context, and the theoretical frame-
work of the Six Economic Factors, we displayed how Walmart oper-
ates in the context of the dominant economic model. It is important to 
remember the guiding values of the dominant economic model include 
efficiency, profits, and growth. In short, Walmart uses private owner-
ship, control over the supply chain, and an un-democratic decision 
making structure in order maximize profits. Contrary to their market-
ing campaign, we have displayed that in actuality Walmart degrades 
local economies by offering below market prices and non-living 
wages. 

Section Two; Building New Economies: 
In this section, we again used stories in order to “show,” rather than 
“tell” what a different economy can look like. We introduced the term 
Solidarity Economy, and gave specific examples for displaying how 
the SE is already in operation all around us. We provided a detailed 
account of cooperative businesses, and how they can be profitable 
within the existing economy WHILE adhering to specific collective 
values. We addressed how powerful it could be to build not just one 
co-op, but a network of co-ops. The main objective for this section was 
to inspire readers to think in terms of systems, and networks in the 

context of their own local economies. Although the SE can take on 
many forms, it is important to think about ways we can build these 
connections throughout our own communities.

Section Three; Envisioning a More Just and Sustainable 
Economy: 
This section provided a great deal of context regarding the current 
food system of the greater Boston area. By identifying “gaps” in the 
food system and choosing locale, we presented the ideas of a food co-
op in Winter Hill, and an organics repurposing center in Newmarket. 
Whether or not these ideas actually come into fruition, is not the cen-
tralized concern. The true objective for this section was to provide a 
“vision,” based on access to healthy food, healthy jobs, and the SE. 
With this vision it is our hope that community organizations and com-
munity members, may feel inspired to can deepen their own set of 
“guiding values,” and develop more personalized and tailored business 
plans.

As stated in the introduction, the Practical Visionaries Workshop is an 
ongoing process in which students and community organizations can 
come together to discuss both theory and practice. It is our hope that 
future participants and community members can work off of the in-
formation provided in this document, to detail a cleaner iteration of the 
importance of systems based thinking in relation to the health and 
prosperity of our society. In addition, due to the progressive nature of 
some of the ideas presented in this document, it is very difficult to talk 
about the Solidarity Economy, in relation to the current dominant eco-
nomic model. We strove to do this, by utilizing fictional stories, how-
ever there is still much work to be done. Developing consistent, and 
extremely accessible language is essential to empowering wide spread 
sustainability and prosperity for our communities.
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APPENDIX A: 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

SECTION ONE:
UNDERSTANDING THE DOMINANT ECONOMIC MODEL

Profit margin – noun; net profit after taxes divided by sales for a 
given 12-month period, expressed as a percentage
(investorwords.com).  Profit margin is a major driving force

Yield – noun, the amount produced in return for cultivation 

Distributor or Supplier – noun, a person, firm, etc., engaged in the 
general production, distribution, and marketing of goods or services.  

Sourcing - noun, the purchasing of capital, labor, or components of a 
product from a supplier. In the dominant model, sources often one lo-
cated abroad, and chosen for reasons of efficiency (creating maximum 
output value for minimum input value).

Supply chain – noun, a channel of distribution beginning with the 
supplier of materials or components, extending through a manufactur-
ing process to the distributor and retailer, and ultimately to the con-
sumer (investorwords.com) 

Sustainable – adjective, pertaining to a system that maintains its own 
viability by using techniques that allow for continual reuse: sustainable 
agriculture. Aquaculture is a sustainable alternative to overfishing, able 
to be maintained or kept going, as an action or process: a sustainable 
negotiation between the two countries, able to be supported as with the 
basic necessities or sufficient funds: a sustainable life   

Capitalism – noun, an economic system and social structure in 
which investment in and ownership of the means of production, distri-
bution, and exchange of wealth is made and maintained chiefly by pri-
vate individuals or corporations, especially as contrasted to coopera-
tively or state-owned means of wealth.  The dominant economic model 
is rooted in Capitalist processes of accumulation - getting more.

Net income – noun, for an individual, gross income minus taxes, al-
lowances, and deductions. An individual's net income is used to de-
termine how much income tax is owed (www.investorwords.com)

Groundwater – noun, the water beneath the surface of the ground, 
consisting largely of surface water that has seeped down: the source of 
water in springs and wells  

Food desert - any area in the industrialized world where healthy, af-
fordable food is difficult to obtain. Food deserts are prevalent in rural 
as well as urban areas and are most prevalent in low-socioeconomic 
minority communities. They are associated with a variety of diet-
related health problems1   

Market – noun, the interaction of supply and demand for a particular 
product or commodity; the exchange of values (money, bartering). 

Growth - noun, Accumulation; an increase in the level of production 
of goods and services leading to increased in surplus accumulation. 

Net – noun, the amount remaining after certain adjustments have been 
made for debts, deductions, or expenses. (investorwords.com) 

Efficiency – noun, creating maximum output value for minimum input 
value.  This is the central motivation of the dominant economic model.
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SECTION TWO:
BUILDING NEW ECONOMIES

Organize – verb, to form as or into a whole consisting of interdepend-
ent or coordinated parts, especially for collective action

Organizer – noun, a person who organizes, especially  one who 
forms and organizes a specific group  like a union or commu-
nity organization.

Community organizing – verb, a process where people who live in 
proximity to each other come together to act in their shared self-
interest. A core goal of community organizing is to generate durable 
power for an organization representing the community, allowing it to 
influence key decision-makers on a range of issues over time2 

Interest rate – noun, a rate which is charged or paid for the use of 
money. An interest rate is often expressed as an annual percentage of 
the principal. It is calculated by dividing the amount of interest by the 
amount of principal. Interest rates often change as a result of inflation 
and Federal Reserve Board policies. (investorwords.com)

Asset – noun, in the dominant economic model, any item of economic 
value owned by an individual or corporation, especially that which 
could be converted to cash.  Social assets, non-market assets, non-
monetary assets are much more difficult to quantify and so are less 
valued in the dominant economic model.

Labor union – noun, an organization of wage earners or salaried em-
ployees for mutual aid and protection and for dealing collectively with 
employers; trade union   

Public-private partnership – noun, describes a government service 
or private business venture which is funded and operated through a 
partnership of government and one or more private sector companies. 

Carbon footprint – noun, the total set of greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions caused by an organization, event, product or person 

Economy – noun, activities related to the production and distribution 
of goods and services in a particular geographic region, The correct 
and effective use of available resources. (investorwords.com) 

Enterprise – noun, business or venture. (investorwords.com) 

Reciprocity – noun, mutual exchange   

Zoning – noun/adjective, (especially in city planning) of or pertaining 
to the division of an area into zones, as to restrict the number and types 
of buildings and their uses: zoning laws   

Urban agriculture – noun, the practice of cultivating, processing and 
distributing food in, or around, a village, town or city (Bailkey, M. and 
J. Nasr. 2000. From Brownfields to Greenfields: Producing Food in 
North American Cities. Community Food Security News. Fall 1999/
Winter 2000:6)

Foodstuff – noun, any material, substance, etc, that can be used as 
food  

Ecosystem – noun, a system formed by the interaction of a communi-
ty of organisms with their environment   
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SECTION THREE:
ENVISIONING A MORE JUST AND SUSTAINABLE FOOD 
ECONOMY

Anchor institutions – noun, economic engines for cities and regions, 
acting as real estate developers, employers, purchasers of goods, mag-
nets for complementary businesses, community-builders, and develop-
ers of human capital 
(http://penniur.upenn.edu/research/anchor-institutions). 

Tax base – noun, the sum of taxable activities, collective value of real 
estate, and assets subject to tax within a community 
(investorwords.com) 

Comprehensive Plan (Master Plan) – noun, an adopted statement of 
policy, in the form of text, maps, and graphics, used to guide public 
and private actions that affect the future, provides decision makers 
with the information they need to make informed decisions affecting 
the long-range social, economic, and physical growth of a community3 

Monitoring – noun, to watch closely for purposes of control, surveil-
lance, etc.; keep track of; check continually   

Evaluation – noun, the process of examining a system or system com-
ponent to determine the extent to which specified properties are pre-
sent   

Agency-Initiated Model – noun, an outside agency or organization 
starts the cooperative, finds capital, provides training, and then after-
wards turns it over to worker-control 
( “Solidarity Economy: Building Alternatives for People and Planet, by 
Jenna Allard, Carl Davidson, and Julie Matthaei”. 214.) 

Membership – noun, the state of being a member,  as of a society or 
club, the status of a member, . the total number of members  belonging 
to an organization, society, etc   

Steering committee – noun, the steering committee is responsible for 
moving the co-op through its early stages, until more formal structures 
can be established (http://www.cgin.coop/node/7078)

Change agent – noun, defined as a person who leads change within 
the organization, by championing the change, and managing and plan-
ning its implementation 
(http://www.processexcellencenetwork.com/glossary/change-agent/)  

Gross square footage – noun, unit of measurement of a building from 
outside the exterior walls 
(http://www.answers.com/topic/gross-square-foot) 

Startup costs – noun, a variety of different costs that a new business 
owner must incur in order to get the business established. Typically 
these are one-time costs (investorwords.com) 

Net operating income – noun, income after deducting for operating 
expenses but before deducting for income taxes and interest 
(investorwords.com)

Compost – noun, a mixture of various decaying organic substances, as 
dead leaves or manure, used for fertilizing soil  

Feasibility study – noun, a study designed to determine the practica-
bility of a system or plan    
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Greenhouse gases – noun, any of the gases whose absorption of solar 
radiation is responsible for the greenhouse effect, including carbon di-
oxide, methane, ozone, and the fluorocarbons  
 
Terrestrial – adjective, of or pertaining to land as distinct from water  

Emissions – noun, an act or instance of emitting: the emission of poi-
sonous fumes   

Climate change mitigation – noun, action to decrease the intensity of 
radiative forcing in order to reduce the potential effects of global 
warming (http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/glossary/ar4-wg3.pdf)

Waste stream – noun, aggregate flow of waste material from genera-
tion to treatment to final disposition (businessdictionary.com)

Aerobic digestion – noun, the conversion of biodegradable waste mat-
ter into compost

Anaerobic digestion – noun, the conversion of biodegradable waste 
matter into compost in the absence of oxygen    

Homogenization – noun, to make uniform or similar, as in composi-
tion or function: to homogenize school systems   

Purify – verb, to make pure; free from anything that debases, pollutes, 
adulterates, or contaminates: to purify metals    

Useable outputs – noun, things produced from a system that can be 
used, rather than need to be disposed of

Dehydration – noun, the process of removing water from a substance 
or compound   

Biogas – noun, any gas fuel derived from the decay of organic matter, 
as the mixture of methane and carbon dioxide produced by the bacte-
rial decomposition of sewage, manure, garbage, or plant crops   

Cogeneration – noun, utilization of the normally wasted heat energy 
produced by a power plant or industrial process, especially to generate 
electricity    

Night soil – noun, human excrement collected, processed and used as 
fertilizer   

Clean-tech – adjective, using clean technology   

Bioproducts – noun, materials, chemicals and energy derived from 
renewable biological resources4 

Renewable energy – noun, any naturally occurring, theoretically in-
exhaustible source of energy, as biomass, solar, wind, tidal, wave, and 
hydroelectric power, that is not derived from fossil or nuclear fuel    

Carbon footprint – noun, the amount of carbon dioxide or other car-
bon compounds emitted into the atmosphere by the activities of an in-
dividual, company, country, etc.: the carbon footprint of an overseas 
flight; how to measure your carbon footprint  

Streamline – verb, to alter in order to make more efficient or simple 

Wage-ratio – noun, quantity which expresses the proportion of in-
come represented by total earnings from employment (wages and sala-
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ries) and thus provides a measure of the trend in functional income dis-
tribution 
(http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/emire/AUSTRIA/ANCHOR-LOHN
QUOTE-AT.htm) 

General Assembly – noun, the highest policy-making body of the co-
operative and is the final authority in the management and administra-
tion of the affairs of the co-operative.It is composed of members who 
are entitled to vote, duly assembled and constituting quorum 
(http://learningcentre.coop/content/what-co-operative#assembly)  

Energy efficiency – noun, using less energy to provide the same serv-
ice (http://eetd.lbl.gov/ee/ee-1.html) 

Digestate – noun, solid material remaining after the anaerobic diges-
tion of a biodegradable feedstock 

Net-metering – noun, an electricity policy for consumers who own 
(generally small) renewable energy facilities (such as wind, solar 
power or home fuel cells) or V2G electric vehicles 

Profit margin – noun, what remains from sales after a company pays 
out the cost of goods sold. To obtain gross profit margin, divide gross 
profit by sales. Gross profit margin is expressed as a percentage   

Clean energy – noun, energy, as electricity or nuclear power that does 
not pollute the atmosphere when used, as opposed to coal and oil that 
do    

Plug-flow reactor – noun, a processing component of anaerobic di-
gestion facilities that takes organic material as an input and produces 
processed material as well as methane as an 

output (http://www.epa.gov/agstar/documents/gordondale_report_final
.pdf) 

Inoculum – noun, the microorganisms or other material used in an in-
oculation. Also called inoculant. 

Solid fraction – noun, the nonliquid component of separated organic 
waste 
(http://web.udl.es/usuaris/lea/archivos%20pdf/IIISympADSW.pdf) 

Soil amendment (soil conditioner) – noun, any of various organic or 
inorganic materials added to soil to improve its structure   

CHP – noun, also called: cogeneration, combined heat and power: the 
production of both heat and electricity from the same device or power 
plant    

Appendix A: Glossary of Terms

86

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/emire/AUSTRIA/ANCHOR-LOHNQUOTE-AT.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/emire/AUSTRIA/ANCHOR-LOHNQUOTE-AT.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/emire/AUSTRIA/ANCHOR-LOHNQUOTE-AT.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/emire/AUSTRIA/ANCHOR-LOHNQUOTE-AT.htm
http://learningcentre.coop/content/what-co-operative%22%20%5Cl%20%22assembly
http://learningcentre.coop/content/what-co-operative%22%20%5Cl%20%22assembly
http://eetd.lbl.gov/ee/ee-1.html
http://eetd.lbl.gov/ee/ee-1.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biodegradable%22%20%5Co%20%22Biodegradable
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biodegradable%22%20%5Co%20%22Biodegradable
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electricity%22%20%5Co%20%22Electricity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electricity%22%20%5Co%20%22Electricity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consumer%22%20%5Co%20%22Consumer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consumer%22%20%5Co%20%22Consumer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renewable_energy%22%20%5Co%20%22Renewable%20energy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renewable_energy%22%20%5Co%20%22Renewable%20energy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_power%22%20%5Co%20%22Solar%20power
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_power%22%20%5Co%20%22Solar%20power
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_power%22%20%5Co%20%22Solar%20power
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Solar_power%22%20%5Co%20%22Solar%20power
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Home_fuel_cell%22%20%5Co%20%22Home%20fuel%20cell
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Home_fuel_cell%22%20%5Co%20%22Home%20fuel%20cell
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electric_vehicles%22%20%5Co%20%22Electric%20vehicles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electric_vehicles%22%20%5Co%20%22Electric%20vehicles
http://www.investorwords.com/4365/sales.html
http://www.investorwords.com/4365/sales.html
http://www.investorwords.com/992/company.html
http://www.investorwords.com/992/company.html
http://www.investorwords.com/3626/pay.html
http://www.investorwords.com/3626/pay.html
http://www.investorwords.com/1158/Cost_Of_Goods_Sold.html
http://www.investorwords.com/1158/Cost_Of_Goods_Sold.html
http://www.investorwords.com/3885/profit_margin.html
http://www.investorwords.com/3885/profit_margin.html
http://www.investorwords.com/2249/gross_profit.html
http://www.investorwords.com/2249/gross_profit.html
http://www.investorwords.com/2249/gross_profit.html
http://www.investorwords.com/2249/gross_profit.html
http://www.investorwords.com/3880/profit.html
http://www.investorwords.com/3880/profit.html
http://www.investorwords.com/2944/margin.html
http://www.investorwords.com/2944/margin.html
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/nuclear+power
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/nuclear+power
http://www.epa.gov/agstar/documents/gordondale_report_final.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/agstar/documents/gordondale_report_final.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/agstar/documents/gordondale_report_final.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/agstar/documents/gordondale_report_final.pdf
http://web.udl.es/usuaris/lea/archivos%20pdf/IIISympADSW.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
http://web.udl.es/usuaris/lea/archivos%20pdf/IIISympADSW.pdf%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank


APPENDIX B: SUSTAINABLE SYSTEMS 
THINKING
“Every model is ultimately the expression of one thing we think we 
hope to understand in terms of another that we think we do under-
stand.”

The increasingly insufficient nature of living taken on by developed 
countries has proven to have reached an economic as well as social 
standstill. With economic growth having been the mantra since the 
spark of the Industrial Revolution, there was a time when it was 
thought that more growth, any type of growth, would make livelihoods 
better. Work-life balance, if ever there was one, seems to be a figment 
of one’s imagination-something that is relegated to yesteryear and not 
seen as an outcome that can be achieved again. Of course, this is not 
the case in all developed or developing countries. Rather, it undergirds 
a trend where unhappiness has been pushed to the forefront of people’s 
very personal and real lives. Also, it has conjured up the idea that the 
way things are moving along is simply not “right”.

Time is of the essence to delve into a few select alternative ways of 
working and living that have proven to work in other parts of the 
United States. We will see how they measure up in the context of two 
distinctive areas of Massachusetts-each with its own set of systems, 
values, and people.

In thinking about a system, there are many ways to go about deciding 
what it is, what it is comprised of, and who is included in it. To parcel 
out what we mean by a system within the context of this report, we 
will seek to delineate some key ideas and terms that can guide our 
thinking and support the reasons why we feel the alternative model we 
are suggesting is a fruitful one.

Underlying our advocacy for a system is the very true belief that the 
current ideas encapsulated by growth and pushed forth by tradition 
cannot be sustained forever. More importantly, is the idea that people 
simply are not “happy”. We would like to propose a new vision, a new 
system, which can not only rival what we are currently working with, 
but can also be better for the people and entities in their daily lives.

So, why a “system?” What is it about a system, and systems thinking 
in particular that make it so compelling across disciplines? In postwar 
America, around the 1940s, there was an uptick in interest in terms of 
the behavioral sciences-organizations such as the Ford Foundation 
started to invest heavily in the study of people (Hammond, 7). Behav-
ioral sciences generally arose out of what some term as the “dissatis-
faction” of the fragmentation between disciplines. From the beginning, 
systems thinking and theory was interdisciplinary in nature. In 1954, 
the creation of the Society for General Systems Research (SGSR) was 
created by two gentlemen interested in “theoretical frameworks rele-
vant to the study of different kinds of systems, including physical, 
technological, biological, social, and symbolic systems.” (Hammond, 
9). They viewed systems theory as inherently holistic, a move away 
from the discipline of traditional sciences.

People criticized systems thinking in the 1960s and 1970s with some 
claiming that systems thinking served as a cloak for keeping an elite 
class of people in power (Hammond, 11). We can imagine how the 
“counter culture” movement of the time period clashed greatly with 
the idea of any system being the way to govern the world (Hammond, 
12).

It is important to note that systems thinking in and of itself is hard to 
define, even among claimed participants in systems research (Ham-
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mond, 17). Understanding spans from specificity, to disciplines, to us-
ing different terminology that essentially means the same thing (i.e. 
systems theory, systems approach, systems thinking, systems analysis, 
systems engineering). These terms are used sometimes interchangea-
bly and can quickly become confusing to the untrained ear. It will be 
imperative for users in or across any disciplines to establish what they 
mean by systems thinking, theory or whatever they want to name it, 
and utilize the same language throughout their works.

Ecological and social theory highlights the continued controversy with 
combining ecological and social functions-which we can understand as 
a basis for the idea of sustainable economic development (Hammond, 
78). An economist, Kenneth Boulding expresses his frustration of con-
ventional economic theory, again spanning back to postwar America 
and makes it clear through his involvement in systems research that he 
believed in a holistic view of the economy where balance and peace 
could be achieved (Hammond, 77).

Despite the holistic nature of systems theory, it is not meant to state 
that theorists are in support of a change, especially in terms of an al-
ternative economic model. Even Boulding, an early advocate of sys-
tems thinking, considered the strengths of capitalism as having an in-
nate ability to “coordinate organizations into an ecosystem that is not 
centrally integrated” (Hammond, 208).

The system seeks to foster an inclusive balance of jobs and work be-
tween people and institutions. The type of system we are proposing is 
one in which agriculture, transportation, energy, sustainable building, 
and biodiversity and most importantly people are respected. We are 
seeking to plug into what is working.

Our idea may be most in tandem with the idea of a steady state econ-
omy, but is not explicitly defined as such. A proposed system is not 
meant to serve as the best of all possible systems or as a final analysis 
and solution to an issue. Humans strive to make order out of chaos, to 
glean simplicity out of complexity, and it is through this never-ending 
pursuit that the idea of a “system” has come into being.

At its most basic level, a system can provide a limited understanding 
to the way a functional sub-section of the world, and the people in it, 
interact. Realizing that the built environment is a major inhibitor to 
sustainable and healthy living for all, it is imperative to use current 
knowledge and technologies that can offset or eradicate continuous 
degradation of the natural environment as well as rampant overcon-
sumption.  

Hammond, Debora. (2003). The science of synthesis: exploring the social implica-
tions of general systems theory. Boulder: University Press of Colorado.

“Change is not driven by systems, but rather by
people who find themselves trusted. Systems only
help people innovate. The rest is just hard work.”

- Mette Abrahamsen, Team Manager, Danish Technological Institute

Appendix B: Sustainable Systems Thinking

88



APPENDIX C: ICA STATEMENT ON THE 
CO-OPERATIVE IDENTITY (1996)

Definition
A co-operative is an autonomous association of persons united volun-
tarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and 
aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled en-
terprise.

Values
Co-operatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, 
democracy, equality, equity and solidarity. In the tradition of their 
founders, co-operative members believe in the ethical values of hon-
esty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others.

Principles
The co-operative principles are guidelines by which co-operatives put 
their values into practice.

1st Principle: Voluntary and Open Membership
Co-operatives are voluntary organisations, open to all persons able to 
use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities of member-
ship, without gender, social, racial, political or religious discrimina-
tion.

2nd Principle: Democratic Member Control
Co-operatives are democratic organisations controlled by their mem-
bers, who actively participate in setting their policies and making deci-
sions. Men and women serving as elected representatives are account-
able to the membership. In primary co-operatives members have equal 
voting rights (one member, one vote) and co-operatives at other levels 
are also organised in a democratic manner.

3rd Principle: Member Economic Participation
Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, the capi-
tal of their co-operative. At least part of that capital is usually the 
common property of the co-operative. Members usually receive lim-
ited compensation, if any, on capital subscribed as a condition of 
membership. Members allocate surpluses for any or all of the follow-
ing purposes: developing their co-operative, possibly by setting up re-
serves, part of which at least would be indivisible; benefiting members 
in proportion to their transactions with the co-operative; and support-
ing other activities approved by the membership.

4th Principle: Autonomy and Independence
Co-operatives are autonomous, self-help organisations controlled by 
their members. If they enter to agreements with other organisations, 
including governments, or raise capital from external sources, they do 
so on terms that ensure democratic control by their members and 
maintain their co-operative autonomy.

5th Principle: Education, Training and Information
Co-operatives provide education and training for their members, 
elected representatives, managers, and employees so they can contrib-
ute effectively to the development of their co-operatives. They inform 
the general public - particularly young people and opinion leaders - 
about the nature and benefits of co-operation.

6th Principle: Co-operation among Co-operatives
Co-operatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the 
co-operative movement by working together through local, national, 
regional and international structures.

7th Principle: Concern for Community
Co-operatives work for the sustainable development of their communi-
ties through policies approved by their members.
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Source: Statement on the Co-operative Identity. (2007). International Cooperative Alliance. Retrieved from http://www.ica.coop/coop/principles.html 
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Additional Online Resources

Massachusetts Solid Waste Master Plan
http://www.mass.gov/dep/recycle/priorities/dswmpu01.htm

Massachusetts Global Warming Solutions Act
http://www.mass.gov/dep/air/climate/gwsa.htm

“Wind and Waste - Diversifiying Boston’s Renewable Energies.” 
Tufts Field Project 2009 
http://ase.tufts.edu/uep/degrees/field_project_reports/2009/Team_2_Fi
nal_Report.pdf

Guide to USDA Funding for Local and Regional Systems.
http://sustainableagriculture.net/wp‐content/ uploads/2010/06/6.18‐
FINAL‐Food‐System‐Funding‐ Guide2.pdf

Harvest Power
http://www.harvestpower.com/

Composting in Restaurants and Schools: A Municipal Toolkit
http://www.cetonline.org/Publications/res‐schools ‐online.pdf

Organics-to-Energy
http://www.mass.gov/dep/public/committee/macecorg.pdf

United Kingdom’s Official Site on Anaerobic Digestion
http://www.biogas-info.co.uk/index.php/planning-comm.html

BioSystem Solutions
http://www.biosystemsolutions.com/solutions/composting_systems.ht
ml

Massachusetts DEP - Reducing Food Waste
http://www.mass.gov/dep/recycle/reduce/foodwste.htm

Deer Island, Massachusetts 
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/03sewer/html/sewditp.htm

Hamilton, MA
http://blog.harvestpower.com/small-town-considers-anaerobic-digestio
n-for-many-reasons/#comment-258

Recology
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/03sewer/html/sewditp.htm  

Recycling and Composting Ordinance San Francisco, California
http://www.sfenvironment.org/downloads/library/ sf_mandatory_recy-
cling_composting_ordinance. Pdf

How Cities can Start a Food and Yard Waste Recycling Program
http://www.bae.ncsu.edu/topic/vermicomposting/ pubs/ag473‐11.html
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